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ABSTRACT 
TELLING IMAGES: AN ETHNOGRAPHY OF YOUNG CHILDREN S CREATION 
OF NARRATIVES IN RESPONSE TO WORKS OF ART 
FEBRUARY 2006 
FAITH T. WINT, B.A., CANISIUS COLLEGE 
M.A., TUFTS UNIVERSITY 
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 
Directed by Professor Grace J. Craig 
The purpose of this study is to describe and interpret young children’s shared 
narrative construction and story acting practices within an early childhood visual arts 
program. Narrative and story acting offer children unique opportunities to explore 
ideas, thoughts, and questions. Listening to children and trying to understand their 
perspectives, thought processes, and experiences is a necessary and vital way of 
illuminating our understanding of curriculum practice. Based on the researcher’s 
kindergarten art workshop program, this inquiry specifically addresses: (a) What is the 
context (the structure and organization) of the shared narrative process to be studied? b) 
What are the major themes that emerge in the children’s small group narrative? (c) 
What does this collection of narratives tell about what these particular kindergarten 
students feel and think about their world? 
This study provided an ethnographic-type account of the young children’s co¬ 
constructed narratives in response to works of art. The study included 18 children from 
a private Montessori school in the northeast. The kindergarteners worked in three 
separate small groups of six. Each group took part in 9 sessions. The children ranged 
in age from 4.9 to 5.9 years old. The primary methodology is that of participant 
v 
observation. The design of this project is exploratory, descriptive, and interpretive in 
nature. The data in this study was gathered via audiotape and observational field notes. 
Data analysis primarily consisted of reviewing field notes to identify themes, patterns, 
events, and actions in the children’s narrative activities as well as to generate working 
hypotheses. The application of the coding system by Wolf (2002) aided classifying co¬ 
constructed conversational sequences in order to allow the frequencies of each category 
to be calculated and compared. Analysis consists of the three aspects of data 
transformation advanced by Wolcott (1994). This ethnographic research emphasized 
the importance of listening to children’s voices. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 
The Problem and Significance 
Although recently researchers (Allen, 1995; Alvermnann et al., 1996; Erickson 
& Schultz 1992; LeCompte & Preissle, 1992; Stinson, 1993) have emphasized the 
necessity for studies to focus on what children say with their thoughts and words, there 
has been little interest in this in contemporary art education research (Mulcahey, 2000). 
This is unfortunate because it is a necessary and vital way of illuminating our 
understanding of curriculum practice. While there are few studies in art education in 
which children’s perspectives are addressed theoretically and methodologically, one 
may turn to research in other educational disciplines such as the promising domain of 
narrative to hear children’s voices. As children compose and tell stories, they reveal 
their efforts to make sense of the world. When a child uses narrative in making sense of 
the world with their eye towards viewing art it makes a powerful window with which to 
view their perception of the artwork intertwined with that of their “real” worldview. 
As Jerome Bruner (1990) suggests, narrative allows one an opportunity to view 
children as they are “constructing” and in making sense not only of the world, but also 
of themselves. Robert Coles (1989b) work shows the value of discussing works of art 
in constructing meaning and the important implications of visual literacy in broadening 
aesthetic understanding as well as thinking critically and creatively. Lev Vygotsky 
(1978) shows the importance of the cultural and contextual differences that influence 
the construction of meaning. 
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The Study and Its Significance 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this ethnographic study is to describe young children’s shared 
narrative construction and story acting practices within an early childhood visual arts 
program which helps children to construct a deep and rich integration of what they 
know, think and feel. In this study, a narrative is defined as 
an account of experiences or events that are temporally sequenced and 
convey some meaning. But unlike a story, which is told or communicated 
intentionally, a narrative can be embedded in a conversation or interaction 
and need not be experienced as a story by the speakers. (Engel, 1999, p. 
19) 
Story play is a technique in which there is an enactment of child dictated stories (Paley, 
1981). 
The central question guiding this study is how might the shared narrative 
activity as well as story play of a small group of young children within an art 
curriculum be described and interpreted? The sub questions that follow the central 
question are as follow: (a) what is the context (the structure and organization) of the 
shared narrative process to be studied? b) What are the major themes that emerge in the 
children’s group narrative? (c) What does this collection of narratives tell about what 
these particular kindergarten students feel and think about their worlds (interpretation of 
cultural behavior)? 
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Significance of the Study 
This study is significant for informational, as well as practical reasons. From a 
research-based perspective, the study fills a gap in the literature that specifically address 
what children do, feel, or think about. Discussing art provides an unusual opportunity 
to understand children’s thinking, the way a child perceives the world, and the way he 
or she constructs, reconstructs, and imagines possibilities. As the children respond to 
art with narrative, the children will make connections that promote understanding and 
foster the creation of meaning. 
This study should interest teacher educators, especially both early childhood and 
visual arts educators. It is the hope of this researcher that this study sheds light upon 
integrating visual art by connecting learning in art to learning in other areas of the 
curriculum such as in the area of literacy and play. Using artwork can be an effective 
stimulus for young children’s narratives. The use of narrative and story play is not the 
only forms in which the children will encounter information in the classroom but they 
can be effective ways of presenting the artwork and concepts. The construction of the 
narratives provided the children an opportunity to weave together their concerns, 
experiences, and fantasy to convey what is important to them. This practice has far 
reaching educational implications including a deep foundation in “visual literacy” 
(Esterow, 1993). It also can provide understanding of young storytellers’ development 
and their attempt to make sense of the world. This knowledge is important because it is 
a necessary and vital way of illuminating our understanding of curriculum practice. The 
use of dramatization in this classroom as it intertwines with narrative is an important 
part of the children’s learning experience. Vivian Paley (1988) argues that young 
3 
children’s authored stories are only empty shells until those stories are brought to life 
through the children’s dramatic play: “The unacted story is the unlived-in story.” Paley 
draws no clear distinction between children’s stories and their fantasy play, which she 
sees as a blending into each other. 
Another significance of this study is that children live in a social world and that 
they were quite willing to reveal their perspectives on a variety of issues to one another. 
As Horste, Woodward, & Burke (1984) suggest “in order to understand the cognitive 
and linguistic operations that take place in language learning and use, one must study 
these operations in light of the contexts-situational and cultural—in which that cognitive 
and linguistic processing occurs” (p. 146). The learning theory of Lev Vygotsky 
(1962), with it emphasis on socially shared interaction, provides a framework for 
implementing co-constructed narrative construction in the classroom. Since according 
to Vygotsky, language (receptive and expressive) has its origin in the social and cultural 
experiences of children. This type of art experiences has implications for teacher 
training, preparing classroom environments for culturally meaningful educational 
experiences, and bridging the gap between the school and natal cultures. 
Limitations 
The amount of time needed to collect a substantial database as well as analyzing 
the text presents a formidable task; therefore there will be many research questions that 
cannot be answer during this study. 
For example, although this study focuses on young children, this type of 
research on how children respond to art can be applied to older children as well. The 
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assumption is that the older the child the more sophisticated language they will use in 
their narratives. The children will naturally perform with greater expertise and 
complexity. This can provide insights about the attempts of children and ways teachers 
can appropriately motivate and instruct. 
Other avenues worthy of investigation would be to look at ways in which 
cultural differences in narrative are embedded in larger cultural concerns. Another 
would be tracking individual children to observe how their learning progressed across 
time. Yet another would be to identify themes in their learning. 
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CHAPTER 2 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Introduction 
The visual arts can be a means of expression and a promoter of discussion. 
They can direct ideas and foster new beliefs. The visual arts can further communication 
and aid our understanding of the world. Within a curriculum, they can allow for 
personal involvement and structure experiences. Using great works of art with young 
children as they construct shared narratives and story play experiences provides an 
unusual opportunity to understand their thinking, the way children perceive the world, 
and the way they construct, reconstruct and imagine possibilities. 
There is very little research that precisely matches this topic. However, there is 
a considerable body of research on each of the related key topics of narrative, play, 
aesthetics, social context and learning. Thus, these are the fields that I turn to for my 
synergism. The literature review details previous works in these fields and builds the 
argument for introducing great works of art to young children while exploring their 
response through narrative and dramatic play in small groups. 
The role of the child’s voice in art education through studies regarding 
observations of conversation in art class and the need to focus on the child’s thoughts 
and ideas is detailed. The narrative as a vehicle, as noted in the ideas related to art and 
children of Robert Coles and others and the concept of visual literacy, is explored. 
Works regarding aesthetics in the eye of the young child are defined and discussed. 
This sets the stage by relating how one needs to understand how children perceive and 
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respond to works of art. Later, the relationship between art and story is reviewed and 
the paper expands to show parallels between art and narrative. Abigail Housen’s 
experiences with art and narrative are explained. Studies related to the need for 
narrative activity and a child’s affinity for narrative activity at an early age, drawing 
upon the writings of Jerome Bruner, are discussed. The way in which others including 
Vivian Paley explains that this affinity is not only natural for young children but is 
actually a very strong learning medium is elaborated upon. Next, details concerning 
how authors have integrated these concepts of art and narrative and have discussed it in 
terms of the work of Lev Vygotsky and the zone of proximal development and the 
social and cultural context that these interactions are set into are offered. 
Along the lines of social context comes narrative inquiry and narrative research. 
Here the relevance of narrative in social situations and the meaning they attribute to 
these interactions is discussed. This line of reasoning is expanded to include the role of 
play along with the narrative in young children. As Paley (1988) argues, “Young 
children’s authored stories are only empty shells until those stories are brought to life 
through dramatic play.” In addition, we learn of the importance of incorporating 
storytelling in the young child’s education from a discussion of peer group relations 
among children with a sociocultural perspective 
These studies synergistically flow toward the notion of studying children as they 
acquire a deeper understanding of art. The literature reviewed in this paper lends 
credence to the idea that children working in small groups who are exposed to works of 
art can use narrative and social learning to amplify and expand their experience and 
response to those works of art. The child’s voice in art education can be heard. 
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respected, expanded upon and guided in an age appropriate, intellectually stimulating 
and fruitful setting. This voice need not be hidden. 
Understanding Children’s Voices and Art Education 
Recently researchers have emphasized the necessity for studies to focus on what 
children say with their thoughts and words (Allen, 1995; Alvermnann et al., 1996; 
Erickson & Shultz, 1992; LeCompte & Preissle, 1992; Stinson, 1993). Allen (1995) 
notes “children must be encouraged to voice their concerns, opinions, and plans as 
learners” (p. 286). LeCompte and Preissle (1992) found a small percentage of studies in 
education that “specifically address what children do, feel, or think about in school” (p. 
819). From the research literature the first-person voice of the student is conspicuously 
absent because interview studies that probe students’ experiences are rare (Erickson & 
Shultz, 1992). In the classroom, as well, teachers lack experience in making sense of 
what children’s voices might be saying (Erickson & Schultz, 1992). This is unfortunate 
because listening to children’s conversations and trying to understand their 
perspectives, thought processes, and experiences is a necessary and vital way of 
illuminating our understanding of curriculum practice. 
There has been little interest in contemporary art education research “on 
children and listening to children’s perspectives” in art education (Mulcahey, 2000, p. 
3). Although the majority of research in art education examines children’s aesthetic 
responses, there are a few studies concerning children’s voices (e.g., Champlin, 1991; 
Nichols, 1996; Klein, 1997; Mulcahey, 2000). 
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Champlin (1991) investigated 12 6- to 8-year-old children talking in their art 
class in order to understand the children’s potential for engagement in thinking about art 
and creating art using ethnographic techniques of participant observation and 
interviews. Nichols (1996) using an emergent qualitative research design observed and 
interacted with four young children ranging from 2 to 4 years of age while they were 
painting or drawing in their own homes. Nichols reveals a great deal about these 
children’s lives from their conversations, including their fears, fantasies, relationships 
and their feelings about their artwork while in the process of making art. 
Klein (1997) examined children’s responses to humor found in 136 images over 
a 16-week period. He interviewed 33 second, fifth, and sixth grade students during 
their art class in small peer groups to explore their responses. He found that children 
across grade levels shared similar beliefs and assumptions about art and visual humor. 
Most recently, Mulcahey (2000) used unstructured group interviews with 6- 
sixth graders to understand their perspective on their own artwork. The researcher 
collected data weekly, for ten weeks, regarding the talk of the children, in relation to a 
collection of each child’s drawings. Mulcahey concludes the value of working with 
children in small groups instead of individual interviews in order to gain a better 
understanding of the children’s world and on their art. 
The qualitative studies cited indicate the importance of focusing on the 
children’s thoughts and ideas, for by doing so one can learn about a child’s world. 
There are shortcomings, however, as it is important to note that of these four studies, 
only Klein (1997) has published to date. Further, a consideration with all qualitative 
studies is that of their reliability and validity because of the design and data collection. 
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For example, a major flaw is the relatively small sample sizes such as in Nichols’ 
(1996) study with four children and Mulcahey’s study with six children. Conclusions 
can be made regarding the personal experiences of these particular children but even 
reporting this kind of experience is evanescent and transitory. General conclusions 
cannot be drawn because of the limitation of question of representative of a larger 
group. 
These kinds of detailed investigations are necessary for it allows one to develop 
a theoretical understanding of the natures and varieties of student experiences. It is 
questionable if this type of research would yield the same rich, detailed data if it were 
obtained from a larger sample size. The significance of these studies is that we can 
understand children’s perspectives on a variety of issues by just listening closely to 
what the children have to say. It has far reaching educational implications for it is vital 
for understanding how children learn and how to teach them better. While there are few 
studies in art education in which children’s perspectives are addressed theoretically and 
methodologically, one may turn to research in other educational disciplines. 
A most promising domain to be investigated is narrative for it 
becomes a means for the child to understand himself and the world with 
which he must cope...[T]he child, in his own stories, is creating situations 
that are suited entirely to his own needs and desires, that deal directly, 
though symbolically, with his own immediate concerns, (p. 102, Wilson 
& Wilson, 1982) 
Barton and Booth (1990) write how children who venture into story “are transported to 
other worlds, joining in the adventure and the excitement, freed of their own time and 
place-and somehow changed by the experience. They learn about the lives of others 
and in doing so develop a better understanding of their own lives” (p. 14). Dyson and 
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Genishi (1990) explain “children, like adults, use narratives to shape and reshape their 
lives, imagining what could have or should have happened, as well as what did happen” 
(p. 2). Dyson (1994) adds stories are a crossroads where these constructions take form 
where people gather with their own interests and agendas. As children compose and tell 
stories, they reveal their efforts to make sense of the world. When a child uses this use 
of narrative in making sense of the world with their eye towards viewing art it makes a 
powerful window with which to view their perception of the artwork intertwined with 
of this real worldview. 
Making Connections with Art and Narrative: Coles and Visual Literacy 
Noted psychiatrist Robert Coles (1989b) extends the discussion on narrative by 
pointing out children are “accumulating stories on their journey... and the stories [are] 
begged to be told” (p. 30). The stories and interests of our students provide natural 
opportunities for educators to make meaningful connections to their lives. 
For more than forty years, Coles has been working with children in assorted 
settings including clinics, schools, playgrounds, hospitals, and classrooms affiliated 
with churches, temples, and mosques. He often uses art as a tool because to him, art is 
“a means of instruction and amplification of communication between teacher and 
student and among students”. In addition to asking children to draw and paint, Coles 
shares art work with some. For example, he may have the children look at a painting by 
Renoir or some lithographs by Kathe Kollwitz. Coles (1989a) remarked that the 
children’s discussions reveal how affected they are by what they see” (p. 246). He then 
allows those children time to build a story utilizing the artwork. 
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In 1989, Coles introduced an “art history” course to particular third and fourth 
grade classrooms that contained a large proportion of “ghetto families.” Originally 
Coles was asked to teach English and writing but found little success reaching these 
children. One day, he decided to show them some art slides of Edward Hopper’s work. 
For the first time while working with these children, he made a connection. The 
children “began telling me stories from their lives related to the pictures.” For example, 
after showing Hopper’s Nighthawks. a painting of late night scene of a 1940s coffee 
shop, a student explained to the class about her mother working at Dunkin’ Donuts and 
discussed some of the characters that her mother had come into contact with. The class 
began to make other connections with the art as well such as a comparison between the 
past (1942) and the present. They soon began to write about these connections that they 
made in other artwork as well. Coles extended this technique successfully with his 
high school students too. 
Coles (Esterow, 1993) explains how he uses these stories to understand both the 
children and the artwork better. Coles (1989a) writes “drawing this knowledge and 
understanding ultimately can inform the curriculum, making it relevant and important to 
each child. While Coles’ important contribution is emphasized, here Coles was 
certainly not the first one to speak about this connection yet Coles’ use of this 
connection is vital. Dewey (1934) suggests that the power of an art image is to 
communicate feelings, ideas, and meaning we bring to the encounter with an art image 
or object. He states that viewing art is an active experience. “The work of art is 
complete only as it works in the experience of others than the one who created it” (p. 
106). 
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Coles (Esterow, 1993) helps to solidify the importance of using art in this 
manner when he refers to it as a “visual literacy” one in which a person is able “to look 
at the mountain, or seascape, or cityscape, with some kind of intelligence and thought, 
to look at the world and try to make sense of it, even make sense of something larger 
than the earth itself’. He goes on to mention that it has 
...educational significance...This is a communication between teacher and 
student and among students. It’s also a tool for discussion about all sorts 
of matters-environment and sociology, esthetics, the nature of working- 
class life, personal experience, and on and on, depending on what you 
want to do with it as a teacher, (p. 94, Esterow, 1993) 
According to Coles (Esterow, 1993) encouraging responsiveness to looking can and 
should be regularly used in classrooms. Creating narratives pushed the children to 
examine, refine and expand their own thinking about the content, process and purposes 
of the event. It can be used as early as in preschool and can extend through college and 
even postgraduate level. Coles goes on to mention that “...when we encourage 
responsiveness to looking, we’re encouraging responsiveness in general” (p. 99). Using 
art in this manner serves as a means to carry out interpretive forms of inquiry that often 
require one to make connections between different domains of knowledge which would 
allow for deeper meaning to exist. This has educational implications on the emphasis of 
instruction as well as to bear in mind that each domain should not be subservient to the 
other domains. 
Yenawine (1997) defines visual literacy as “the ability to find meaning in 
imagery. It involves a set of skills ranging from simple identification-naming what one 
sees-to complex interpretation on contextual, metaphoric and philosophical levels.” 
Yenawine adds that there are several different cognitive components utilized in visual 
13 
literacy such as “personal association, questioning, speculating, analyzing, fact-finding, 
and categorizing” (p. 1). 
According to Burmack (2002), fostering visual literacy is similar to the process 
of learning to read. “Visual literacy is a learned skill, not an intuitive one. It can be 
achieved only by studying the techniques used to create images, learning the vocabulary 
of shapes and colors, and identifying characteristics that give an image its meaning.” 
Yenawine (1997) writes that an “increased capacities require both time and broad 
exposure as well as educational interventions of various sorts.” He continues 
(As of 1997) there is no instruction in visual literacy either in schools or 
out, nor even recognition that learning to look is, like reading, a process of 
stages. There is no accepted system by which to teach it either—that is 
strategies sequenced to address the needs and abilities of an individual at a 
given moment, strategies that eventually allow one to come to terms with 
complex images. 
Burmack (2002) continues, “A lack of visual literacy is as much a handicap as the 
inability to read or write.” A discussion of visual literacy cannot thrive without an 
understanding of aesthetics and particularly here, children’s aesthetics. For as the 
children are affected by what they see, how they see changes as their aesthetic 
development unfolds. 
Aesthetics 
Definition 
Throughout the centuries, there has been debate about how we experience, 
understand and derive meaning from works of art. Aesthetics focus on interpreting the 
meaning of art and beauty. In Art As Experience. Dewey (1934) states that a work of 
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art has aesthetic merit “...only as the work becomes an experience for the human 
being”(p.4). He states that “...the word ‘esthetic’ refers...to experience as appreciative, 
perceiving and enjoying”. Aesthetics then refers to the way one views, interacts with, 
experiences, and develops an understanding and appreciation of art objects. Parsons 
(1987) argues that a cognitive approach to artistic development is inadequate. This is 
because viewing and responding to art is filled with both subjectivity and objectivity. 
Young children clearly view the world differently than adults do. 
Young Children’s Aesthetic Preference 
Parson’s (1987) theory of aesthetic development presents aesthetics as a natural 
unfolding process. Many theorists (Parsons, 1987; Hobbs & Salome, 1991;Housen, 
2000-2001) suggest that children advance through several stages of aesthetic and artistic 
understanding. As these stages emerge they are defined more by changes that occur in 
the children’s aesthetic understanding, perception, and response than by age. According 
to Housen (2000-2001), “the single most important factor predicting level of aesthetic 
development is the amount of time individuals have spent viewing and reflecting about 
art” (p. 10). There are very clear patterns in children’s ways of interacting with works 
of art. 
As children enter preschool, kindergarten, and early elementary school years, 
children intuitively enjoy art works largely by association of other things that they 
enjoy. Their aesthetic involvement with art images focuses primarily on color and 
familiar or favorite subject matter (Fenney & Moravcik, 1987; Gardner, 1970, 1973; 
Steinberg & DeLoache, 1986; Taunton, 1982, 1984). The research indicates that young 
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children prefer works that have bright intense, highly saturated, and contrasting colors 
as well as patterns. These children are beginning to shift their essentially sensorial 
responses to works of art and to develop an attraction for more realistic art objects and 
images. This is especially true for art objects with simple realism and those that contain 
few objects. (Gardner, 1972; Gardner et al., 1975; Hardiman & Zernich, 1977; Moore, 
1973; Rosario & Collazo, 1981; Taunton, 1980, 1982, 1984). With age however, the 
preference for complexity of composition will increase (Arnold, 1987; Clark, 1973; 
Feinstein, 1984; Hardiman & Zernich, 1982; Marchalek, 1986; Rosario & Collazo, 
1981; Silverman, Winner & Gardner, 1976; Taunton, 1980, 1983, 1984). Moreover, 
ethnicity, race and gender does not appear to be an influential factor in children’s 
preferences for particular works of art (Barone, 1987; Child, 1970; Curtis, 1988; Turner, 
1990). 
Young children view artwork in a way far different than most adults typically 
do. Young children give limited attention to particular artistic style, artistic principles 
or media use. (Clark, 1973, Frechtling & Davidson, 1970; Gardner & Gardner, 1970; 
Gardner, 1970, 1972, 1974; Gardner et al., 1975; Hardiman & Zernich, 1982, 1985; 
Steinberg & DeLoache, 1986; Turner, 1983). If asked to group artworks by similarities, 
children between ages 4 to 7 tend to group them by subject matter or theme. Young 
children are more interested in what is in the picture rather than how it is portrayed. 
Rather than the expressive or design qualities, the story in the artwork is the most 
important (Kerlavage, 1998). 
Understanding how children perceive and respond to works of art is important in 
understanding how or if art works should be used with children (Kerlavage, 1992a). The 
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majority of research concerning children talking about art examines children’s aesthetic 
responses. However, the foci of that research tend not to be on children and listening to 
their perspective (Mulcahey, 2000). Taunton (1982) points out that research should be 
redirected so that it occurs in the child’s natural setting and is contextualized in a 
sociological framework. 
Fenney and Moravcik (1987) are concerned with the insignificant amount of 
focus placed on aesthetics concern in the preschool classroom. The displays of 
mediocre consumer goods that fill the classroom do little to strengthen the children’s 
aesthetic development. Newton (1989) notes that aesthetic preferences can be “...an 
individual difference determined in part by past experiences, learning experiences, 
socialization, cultural values and maturation” (p.77). “...Attention given to images 
and/or image characteristics most evocative for learners may ultimately result in richer 
and more meaningful learning experiences” (Rogers, 1995, p. 16). 
It is important to take into consideration developmental and perceptual issues 
affecting the young children’s ability to interact with art works (Kerlavage, 1998). 
Kerlavage (1992b) observed preschoolers and kindergarten students who happily 
discussed works of art but with sensorial responses. It is fundamental that the 
children’s interaction must involve not only the sense of sight but also, all of the senses 
in order for the children to grasp how the art relates to their world. Kerlavage (1992a) 
questions the developmental inappropriateness for young children to use formal art 
criticism, aesthetics, and art history inquiries since these children have little knowledge 
of time and the world. However, developmental research points out that children 
should have some training in analysis and criticism (Feldman, 1973). Feldman (1973) 
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discusses that children as young as kindergarten can be asked truly meaningful question 
using simple language that will elicit descriptive, analytic, and explanatory statements. 
Without exposure to art, young children clearly cannot begin to develop any complex 
statements pertaining to it. 
Young children should be provided with a variety of opportunities to view 
works of art because it serves as a valuable inherent component to their educational 
experience. Kerlavage (1998) makes the following suggestions when providing young 
children with the opportunity to view art works. The children will gain a better 
understanding about particular works of art if they view and discuss the works of art in 
their own language and from their own point of view, as well as relating it to what they 
understand about the world. They need to have occasions to construct artistic 
encounters to fit their needs and abilities. It is important that young children be given 
as many opportunities as possible to informally experience and discuss works of art 
especially in a holistic, integrated manner. Some of these methods include using 
production activities and using narrative as stimulus for discussion. 
Housen’s Aesthetic Understanding Research. Theory, and Practice 
During the 1970s and 1980s, Housen (1983, 1987, Housen, Miller & Yenawine, 
1991) developed a method of studying aesthetic thought by listening to people discuss 
works of art. Housen’s methodology, aesthetic development interview (ADI) involves a 
non-obtrusive, non-directive, stream-of-consciousness interview as subjects look at 
different kinds of art. It is an active process for the viewer to find and construct 
meaning in order to build knowledge. Each interview is tape-recorded, transcribed and 
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analyzed by breaking it into “though units” or independent ideas, usually only a few 
words long. The thought units are coded for aesthetic stage using categories in the 
Aesthetic Development Coding Manual (Housen, 1983). 
Since the mid 1980s, the ADI and Housen’s stage descriptions have been used to 
evaluate the impact of art education programs on aesthetic development (Housen, 1987; 
Housen, Miller, & Yenawine, 1991). The Bard (Housen, 1992) art education program 
study assessed the validity of the ADI as well as whether aesthetic development can be 
accelerated. Housen assessed the collaborative arts in education program in Red Hook, 
N. Y. This study involved 2 randomly selected independent groups (n=40 each) of 2nd 
and 4lh grade students. Both groups were administered the ADI. The experimental 
group fully participated in the arts in education program (a museum centered 
curriculum) at the Red Hook School, which was already in progress when the study 
began. The control group was made up of students from a nearby school made control 
group that was not in the arts in education program. Both groups were similar in age 
and socioeconomic status. 
Assessment of this program took place over a four-year period beginning in the 
3rd year of the program. Although short-term changes appears negligible, long term 
changes are apparent in the experimental group’s aesthetic development. The control 
groups showed little if any change. This suggests that the Bard program accelerates the 
aesthetic development in children as young as second grade. It also shows that one-year 
period is sufficient amount of time to obtain an observable stage change. The ADI has 
been proven to be extremely sensitive to small changes since it discriminates separate 
units of thoughts. 
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In the early 1990’s, Yenawine and Housen designed the Visual Thinking 
Strategies curriculum (VTS), a sequential question-based art viewing program to 
promote aesthetic development in the general classroom. This student-centered 
curriculum is designed to be carried out in a group discovery environment with 
discussion lasting for 45 minutes to one hour. 
The results of a five-year longitudinal study (Housen, 2001-2002) in Byron, 
Minnesota supported their hypothesis that the VTS curriculum accelerates aesthetic 
growth and causes growth of critical thinking and enables its transfer to other contexts 
and content. Two schools were selected and matched in terms of SES, race, mobility, 
and state test scores. The one designated the experimental school received VTS, the 
other the control. From fall 1993 to spring 1998, beginning with 2nd and 4th graders, pre 
and post data from the same subjects ((52 randomly selected students from the 
experimental school and 47 from the control school) were collected. The principal 
instruments used in study, were the ADI and the Materials Object Interview (MOI). 
The main difference between the instruments is the ADI is designed to be used with art 
objects while the MOI is designed to be used with non-art objects such as a coin or 
fossil. 
Although three other studies lend support to the Byron findings that students 
who take part in VTS show aesthetic growth, two were unpublished pilot studies and 
the third reported data collection problems. In addition, although the Byron study 
revealed statistically significant differences one still questions the actual evidence for 
both critical thinking and the transfer of critical thinking. Testing critical thinking is 
extremely difficult because of the complexity of defining the phenomenon. Although 
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the authors claim that their data is consistent with a pattern of causality, there is an on¬ 
going theoretical and statistical debate about establishing causality. 
For young children, their sense of aesthetics can be viewed by analyzing their 
stories told in response to art. In Housen’s stages of aesthetic development, the 
beginner is viewed as a ‘storyteller’. 
Using their senses, memories, and personal associations, they make 
concrete observations about a work of art that are woven into a narrative. 
Here, judgments are based on what is known and what is liked. Emotions 
color their comments. Such viewers seem to enter the work of art and 
become part of its unfolding narrative. (2000-2001, p. 4) 
This exploration of the ties between art and story becomes an effective way in 
which to interpret this unfolding narrative. Framing this with the information presented 
so far, that of the theories of visual literacy and aesthetic development in terms of 
finding the child’s voice in art education, thus leads one to the essential parallels 
between art and story. Understanding their relationship, that of art and story, will help 
to understand the integration of visual and verbal literacy and its power. 
The Relationship between Art and Story 
Art and narrative have much in common. Many authors have commented upon 
their intertwined and interdependent relationship. Danko-McGhee (2000) states “Art is 
a mirror that reflects who we are... a means by which we document our existence in this 
world.” (p. 1) Olson (1998) writes “that the most important purpose of art is to tell a 
story-to share one’s interests and concerns, one’s personal view of the world, one’s joys 
and sorrow, to touch the life of another.” She argues “the vast majority of art either 
relates to story in and of itself or relates in some way to the individual artist’s life and is 
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therefore a part of the artist’s personal narrative”. She goes on to claim “all art 
encompasses a story, in one way or another”. 
The use of visual and verbal languages to reveal stories has been an important, 
powerful and effective way to allow people to understand themselves and others better. 
It is both the visual and verbal expression that contributes to the value and purpose of 
story. Investigations (Olson, 1992; Fountas & Olson, 1996) show that the close 
relationship between the visual and verbal languages helps numerous students perform 
at a much higher level of visual and verbal literacy. When artists, writers, and learners 
weave the visual and verbal together they can more effectively and completely tell their 
stories (Olson, 1998). Using what Eisner (1994) terms the multiple forms of literacy 
allows one the opportunity to construct meaning and then to diversify, and deepen their 
learning and knowledge acquisition. 
Art provides an essential part of young children’s lives (Throne, 1988) and “is 
the scaffolding for writing” (Bunce-Crim, 1991, p. 16). Douglas, Schwartz and Taylor 
(1981) make a convincing argument for the importance of nurturing preschool children 
in their language, aesthetic and artistic understanding. Their research suggests that 
providing young children opportunities to observe and discuss works of art encourages 
children’s interest, enriches the quality of their own art products as well as their 
language development. Colbert (1995) lends support by emphasizing that “Learning to 
perceive and respond to works of art helps children to better express themselves 
verbally and to develop language and vocabulary skills” (p. 37). 
Therefore, it is important to provide children with opportunities for informal 
interactions of viewing art and creating narratives forming a partnership between visual 
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and verbal expression. Herberholz and Herberholz (1990) suggest that interactions with 
works of art will enhance cognitive and creative thought. More importantly, it enables 
the children to see the interrelationships among different areas of learning. It also 
acknowledges the holistic ways in which very young children encounter the process of 
learning. Redfem (1986) makes clear the importance of this interaction by claiming 
that if one does not provide students with encounters with great works of art then one 
“leaves them imprisoned within the straight jacket of their own necessarily limited 
experience” (p.94). The argument is thus made for expanding horizons visually 
together with its corresponding verbal interaction. With this interaction comes the need 
to re-emphasize the need for narrative activity for the young child. 
Understanding the Need for Narrative Activity: Bruner. Palev. and Vygotsky 
Bruner’s Interpretive Approach 
The recent writings of Bruner (1986, 1990, 1992, 1996) represent a tendency in 
the human sciences to take an interpretive approach to psychological inquiry, in 
particular the study of children and narratives. Bruner offers his insistence on the need 
to approach narrative as a way to construct the meaning on experience. He maintains 
that psychology “must be organized around those meaning-making and meaning-using 
processes that connect man to culture” (1990, p.12). 
In Bruner’s view, the human mind constructs narratives to describe, organize, 
and interpret both a person’s inner and outer world. Therefore, narrative allows one an 
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opportunity to view children as they are “constructing” and in making sense not only of 
the world, but of themselves” (Bruner, 1990, p. 2). 
Bruner (1990) maintains that children have a natural affinity for narrative 
organization beginning at an early age. Bruner states that young children’s knowledge 
is organized in a manner similar to a narrative. Young children have “an abundant and 
early armament of narrative tools” Bruner, 1990, p. 79). He claims that a child’s 
understanding of the world is organized as a story which includes encoded information 
about specific events. As children participate in telling and hearing stories they call on 
this understanding. He also ascertains that a readiness for narrative organization also 
sets the agenda for language acquisition. Fein, Ardila-Rey, and Groth (2000) extend 
this claim by believing that the capability for narrative organization allows the agenda 
for literacy acquisition to also be set. 
Narrative or story is really a compression of a person’s life that should only be 
interpreted as a structural coherent unit. Thus, Bruner argues that it is significant to 
approach narrative in a broader role as way to discuss meaning and meaning making of 
the individual experience as well as the culture rather than a limited analysis of 
technical narrative structure. 
According to Bruner (1990) narrative is an instrument for making meaning that 
dominates much of life in one’s culture, and the child’s improvement in narrative skill 
is “not simply a mental achievement, but an achievement of social practice that lends 
stability to the child’s social life” (p.8). It “is not just that the child must make his 
knowledge his own, but that he must make it his own in a community of those who 
share his sense of belonging to a culture” (Bruner, 1986, p. 127). This interpretive 
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approach views development as a process of children’s appropriation of their culture. 
Children gain a shared understanding by interacting and negotiating with others. This 
shared understanding becomes the foundation that they continually build upon. Thus, it 
is plausible to expect that further development will emerge in narrative forms. 
Although many have highlighted the importance of stories in the classroom 
context (for example. Clay, 1991; Fresh, 1995; Martinez et al., 1991; Paley, 1991; 
Morrow, Rand, & Smith, 1995), Bruner (e g., 1986, 1990) and Paley (e g., 1981, 1988, 
1991) stress that when children tell stories, the stories are the cognitive tools and the 
children’s use of fantasy is a powerful element in their endeavor to master reality. 
Paley’s Classroom Ethnographies 
The work of Paley’s ethnographies (e g., 1981, 1986, 1988, 1991) of the 
integration of preschool children’s fantasy stories and play clearly show the importance 
of both these symbolic activities within the sociocultural context. Paley simply 
provides the opportunity for shared understanding to occur (Rogoff, 1990). For 
example, in Wally’s Stories (1981) Paley focuses on a group of five year olds during 
their kindergarten year. As the children revealed in their own stories, play themes and 
scripts many paradoxes appear as the children vacillate between reality and fantasy as 
they learn through their peer group interactions in supportive contexts as they play with 
ideas, roles, knowledge and concepts. In Mollie Is Three (1986) Paley provides another 
example of how her careful scrutiny of her own classroom can yield important 
information about the learning and thinking of individuals like Mollie as well as how an 
individual’s thinking and learning is similar and different from their peers. 
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The series of interpretive studies carried out by Paley in her own preschool 
classrooms provides perspicacious accounts of different aspects of children’s fantasy 
life in which Paley regards the importance of the interrelations among the symbolic 
expressions to allow children to deal with their experiences and help them 
interpersonally and intrapersonally. Her reports include how children construct and use 
their own produced narratives as well as the reenactments that are recorded and are 
available for the classroom community. 
Paley’s work shows that actively engaging children in narrative activity is not 
only a natural form of behavior for young children but also a powerful learning 
medium. The careful ethnographic analysis of children’s play, narrative and 
sociocultural context in the spirit initiated by Paley yields much richer data than any 
researcher could provide alone since it is extended over time as well as it is provided by 
the teacher, an important position in the children’s world. Given the small number of 
first-person accounts by students of their own experiences, perhaps the closest 
understanding of student experience comes from teachers like Paley who is unusually 
sensitive about student experience and who allows for critical reflection in her writings. 
However, there are inherent problems in the role of proximal observer. At 
times, Paley may be too close to the immediate experience to be able to understand it 
fully. Although Paley illustrates children’s learning through systematically tape 
recorded examples of classroom dialogue and narrative, it is important to consider that 
Paley may hear and see only a fraction of the inter and intrapersonal relationship of the 
children. Although it is clear that her writings are drawn from Piaget and Vygotsky’s 
theories of active learning and play into her classroom, Paley does not clearly articulate 
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them explicitly in her writings. However, Wiltz and Fein (1996) point out that Paley’s 
“practical applications of theory and research illustrate quite vividly how notions of 
narrative development can yield a narrative curriculum in the classroom.” 
The Sociocultural Ideas of Vygotsky 
The research of Lev Vygotsky contends the importance of the role of culture and 
the conveyance of culture is through social interaction and communication. Vygotsky 
emphasized that learners attain knowledge and understanding situated in the culture 
through interactions with knowledgeable adults and peers in his concept know as the 
zone of proximal development. The zone of proximal development is 
the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by 
independent problem solving and the level of potential development as 
determined through problem solving under adult guidance, or in 
collaboration with more capable peers. (Bruner, 1985, p. 24; emphasis in 
original) 
Sheldon White makes the point that the zone of proximal development (ZPD) is more 
than social support or scaffolding but a social space for learning and development. 
“The zone of proximal development is the locus of social negotiations about meanings, 
and it is, in the context of schools, a place where teachers and pupils may appropriate 
one another’s understandings” (White, 1989, p. xii). Vygotsky’s approach to teaching 
and learning is somewhat problematic because of the complexity of the ZPD and 
scaffolding. The theories are broad and general. For instance, ZPD may be considered 
in relation to the individual child. This would imply the application of a constant one- 
to-one relationship. This may yield classroom difficulties such as high quality 
interactions and effective on-going diagnosis. The ZPD does not only relate to problem 
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solving skills but to other areas of development such as cognitive, affective, social and 
physical. In addition, Newman and Holzman (1993) interpret Vygotsky’s theories to 
include the classroom or school environment itself is a ZPD. 
Cole and Scribner (1978) claim Vygotsky applied his concept of mediation, how 
human beings transform themselves through society and culture, to include the use of 
sign systems i.e., language, writing, number systems, and works of art. That is, when 
signs are internalized, they become the mechanism of individual developmental change 
because consciousness itself is restructured. Therefore language and artworks are 
important tools for the organization of thinking. According to Blanck (1990), 
development in Vygotskian theory is divided into lower-order mental processes and 
higher mental processes. The higher processes are acquired through the acquisition of 
the tools of culture during a process called “internalization”. 
Vygotsky (1978) describes the narrative mode as the highest level of thought. 
Stories are social constructions rooted in language (Vygotsky, 1978). Children have an 
opportunity to build up complex meanings with the “scaffolding” provided by their 
peers (Vygotsky, 1978). Studies (e.g.. Gee, Michaels, & O’Connor, 1992; Hicks, 1991; 
Michaels, 1991; Paley, 1991) that deal with a variety of forms of children’s narrative 
illustrate the work of a Vygotskian influence that emphasizes the cultural dimension of 
the sociocultural perspective. 
According to Efland (2002), one of the strengths of the Vygotskian perspective 
is the emphasis placed on social mediation. In his writing about art history, Ernst Kris 
supports this point when he recognizes that 
we have long come to realize that art is not produced in an empty space, 
that no artist is independent of predecessors and models, that he no less 
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than the scientist and the philosopher is part of a specific tradition and 
works in a structured area of problems, (quoted in Gombrich, 1960, p. 30) 
Vygotsky’s theory explains how new knowledge is formed but it does not account for 
how knowledge is formed when it is not present in the culture or learning that is 
constrained by the limits of the existing milieu. For example, the notion that new art 
forms and new movements are already known is ludicrous since it forecloses on the 
very conditions of creativity in the arts” (Weitz, 1963, p. 152). Weitz (1963) describes 
“Art,” itself, is an open concept. New conditions (cases) have constantly 
arisen and will undoubtedly constantly arise; new art forms, new 
movements will emerge.. the very expansive, adventurous character of 
art, its ever-present changes and novel creations, makes it logically 
impossible to ensure any set of defining properties, (p. 152) 
Vygotsky’s sociocultural ideas have implications for art education. Efland 
(2002) “First, like all learning, the study of art should not be studied in isolation but 
seen in relation to its social context...The second implication is the idea that language 
and other cultural symbols are tools that enable human development to advance, and 
that humanity is the species that makes culture through its use of symbols. The third is 
that learning entails internalization or enculturation of cultural knowledge, suggesting 
that the focus of instruction should be on the cultural practices operation in the learner’s 
environment rather than on domains of knowledge per se. 
Narrative Inquiry 
Although narrative inquiry provides a significant and potential valuable tool for 
developmental research (e.g., Bamberg, 1997; Bruner, 1986, 1990. 1992; Nelson, 
1989), there are many different approaches to narrative development. Bamberg (1997) 
includes 6 different approaches to narrative development (cognitive, interactional, 
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linguistic/constructivist, crosslinguistic, interpretive/sociocultural, and life-span) in his 
book on narrative development but claims that “there are many other ways that 
approaches to narrative development could be differentiated, perhaps as many as there 
are individuals who claim that their research falls within the domain with this label, (p. 
xii)” This paper discusses some of the current theoretical and empirical work in the area 
of young children’s narratives and favors a more interpretive and sociocultural 
framework. 
The majority of research on children’s narrative activity since the 1970s tends to 
emphasize the formal narrative structure with little attention to the symbolic form of 
narrative as a instrument to be used for meaning and meaning making. In addition, 
relatively few studies include young children’s stories or narratives especially 
spontaneous ones (Nicolopoulou, 1997a). Often the research will focus on how young 
children comprehend stories read or told to them (e g.. Wolf & Heath, 1992). 
According to Engell (1999) 
The most important thing about a story is that by relating people, actions, 
objects, place, and time, the storyteller conveys meaning. In children’s 
stories particularly, where sequence and plot are not always clearly 
developed, the key to understanding, appreciating, and responding to the 
story often lies in understanding the meaning, the perspective of the 
narrator, (p. 18) 
McCabe (1996a) writes that children benefit from narratives in many ways. Children 
use narratives to understand their past experiences by giving them an opportunity to 
think about and sort through many kinds of encounters such as a traumatic event like 
breaking an arm or death of a pet. They develop an ability for self-presentation with the 
possibility of portraying the roles that various characters play in some experience such 
as the hero or victim. The narratives that they create may produce and convey 
30 
important lessons from past experiences. As children share their narratives with their 
listeners, they establish relationships. Creating narratives can also make experiences 
such as past traumas and historical events more vivid and abstractions more notable. 
Engell (1999) writes, 
A narrative is an account of experiences or events that are temporally 
sequenced and convey some meaning. But unlike a story, which is told or 
communicated intentionally, a narrative can be embedded in a 
conversation or interaction and need not be experienced as a story by the 
speakers, (p. 19) 
A number of studies focus on children’s narrative forms and uses from different 
cultural communities (e g.. Gee, 1991; Hicks, 1991; Michaels, 1991) as well as 
narrative interactions between caregiver and child (For reviews see Fivush, 1991; 
McCabe & Peterson, 1991; Miller & Moore, 1989). They are often shaped by adults in 
experimental or quasi-experimental settings that tend to limit the spontaneous nature of 
the narratives and the general richness of the stories (e.g., Nicolopoulou, 1996a; Sutton- 
Smith, 1986). For example, Wellhousen (1993) found kindergartners’ oral stories to be 
of a better quality when they followed their own narrative agendas rather when they 
used picture-based elicitations or asked the children to draw a picture to go along with 
their stories. 
However, it is not to conclude that the most appropriate context for studying 
narrative production is only when it is spontaneously produced. For instance, Hudson 
and Shapiro (1991) compare different types of narratives produced by children in 
preschool, first grade, and third grade using experimental elicitation. The researchers 
were interested in the development of narrative genres as well as the interaction of task 
and topic, and the development of narrative cohesion. Each child was randomly 
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assigned to one of three narrative conditions (scripts, personal narratives, or fictional 
stories) in which they were asked by an interviewer to produce four narratives, one for 
each event (a birthday party, the doctor’s office, Halloween, and a trip). 
The researchers conclude that in this case, using the technique of experimental 
elicitation was necessary and valid choice in studying narrative production for it 
allowed analysis to include the effects of age, task, and topic. However, one should not 
fail to consider the cognitive context in which the children’s narratives were shaped as 
well as the social context that affects narrative production. They write “the nature of 
the experience how it is represented to the narrator, and how the narrator chooses to 
relate that experience, all play important roles in narrative production” (p. 127). 
Problems and tradeoffs are inherent in choice of research choices. This studied 
exemplified how the role of the distal observer may affect the experience. 
The Social Context in Narrative Research 
The National Association for the Education of Young Children (1991) described 
the cyclical fashion of the learning process, one that begins with an encounter of a new 
topic or process or action. It proceeds with personal exploration, more structured 
inquiry and applying the skill and knowledge gained. The authors suggest that this 
cycle begins and ends in a social context. 
According to G. H. Mead (1934) and Herbert Blumer (1969), an understanding 
about objects and ideas is created through social interactions. The importance placed on 
the social nature of early learning has been articulated clearly by William Corsaro 
(1985, 1988), Anne Haas Dyson (1986, 1989), and Vivian Gussin Paley (1984, 1988, 
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1990). Young children exert a profound influence upon one another in the classroom 
where they work and play in close proximity and are able to exchange ideas and 
opinions. Children learn from each other as they speak and listen to one another. 
As Horste, Woodward, & Burke (1984) suggest 
in order to understand the cognitive and linguistic operations that take 
place in language learning and use, one must study these operations in 
light of the contexts-situational and cultural~in which that cognitive and 
linguistic processing occurs, (p. 146) 
As children discussed with one another, the result is the construction of shared 
meanings and awareness of the others perspectives. Rowe (1987) writes, “As these 
children have opportunities to experience oral texts related to a particular context or 
situation, they are able to build for themselves meanings about the events as well as 
language which expressed those meanings” (p. 26). Therefore, learning reflects the 
social exchanges in the context in which it is formed. 
Recent investigations (e.g., Fivush, 1994; McCabe & Peterson, 1991; Peterson, 
Jesso, & McCabe, 1999) show the significance of the social context in promoting and 
facilitating narrative development. These studies tend to exceedingly focus on a dyadic 
model of an adult-child interaction. Even when interactions among peers are studied, 
there is an overly narrow focus on the dyadic expert-novice model. However, there are 
some researchers who have argued that a significant dimension of social context to 
consider is the role of children’s peer relations and peer culture among preschoolers 
(e.g., Corsaro, 1985, 1992; Davies, 1989; Harris, 1995; 1998; Nicolopoulou, 1996a, 
1997a, 1997b, 2002). 
Furthermore, (in peer) collaboration, the interaction is not just simply 
limited to dyadic or even multiparty interactions between individuals, 
children like adults, create, maintain, and participated in fields of shared 
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activity that provide both resources and motivations for development, 
including narrative development, (p. 118, Nicolopoulou, 2002) 
When considering the social context of development, it is important to consider 
not only the interactional relations among individuals but also the sociocultural context 
the interactions are embedded in (Nicolopoulou & Cole, 1993; Rogoff, 1998). The 
immediate context should be considered within their sociocultural contexts such as the 
family, peer group, classroom, institution and/or cultural frameworks. Nicolopoulou & 
Weintraub (1998) claim that the sociocultural contexts need to be viewed systematically 
as a comprehensive whole by viewing the interaction of the individual, interactional or 
relational, and collective. Sutton-Smith (1986) argues the importance of the 
significance of studying children’s narrative activity within their sociocultural context 
or else when “constrained by artificial situations” there is a limit to understanding the 
full potential of the children’s experience and development. 
Although there has been a relative neglect of research that systematically 
addresses narrative activity and development with peer-group activity from a 
sociocultural perspective, there is a body of research with a more fully sociocultural 
perspective (e g., Aukrust & Snow, 1998; Blum-Kulka, 1997; Miller, 1994; Ochs, 
Smith, & Taylor, 1989; Ochs, Taylor, Rudolph, & Smith, 1992; Sperry & Sperry, 
1995). This research focuses on the joint construction and uses of narratives in 
multiparty, multigenerational (rather than only on dyadic) interactions. Although this 
research focuses essentially on adult-child interactions or interactions among adults 
witnessed by children, the focus is on the shared narrative construction involving all of 
the members of the family group. It analyzes the conversations and interactions in the 
sociocultural context of the family group during mealtime conversations. The majority 
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of this research focuses on one particular form of narrative, factual narratives of past 
experiences rather than fictional or fantasy narratives. 
Play and Narrative in Young Children 
Research that has studied young children’s peer interaction has generally 
focused on children’s play (e g., Garvey, 1990; Stambak & Sinclair, 1993). The 
tendency is this type of research has been directly or indirectly influenced by Piaget’s 
work (1923/1959, 1932/1965) regarding the significance of interactional styles in which 
the adult-child relations as qualitatively different from that of peer-group relations. 
Adult-child relations tends to be more asymmetric while children’s autonomous peer- 
directed activity tends to exhibit more egalitarianism and cooperation. Piaget viewed 
the social environment as a set of external factors with which the individual interacted, 
affecting the development of the individual. However, Vygotsky’s (1978) position 
regarding the social environment differs dramatically from Piaget. Vygotsky viewed 
culture as determining both form and content of thought. Vygotsky stressed the role of 
play as a social agency that opens up the zone of proximal development. Goodman & 
Goodman (1990) extend this notion that “in play children learn to understand the 
meanings of the world as they play with their representations of the world” (p. 227). 
Although Vygotsky wrote very little about play, Nicolopoulou (1997a) draws 
some valuable connections in an interpretation of Vygotsky’s theory of children’s play 
and narrative, “...both play and narrative activity must be treated as vehicles of 
children’s expressive imagination and, simultaneously, as tools that they use to master 
reality” (p. 196). According to Nicolopoulou, features of fantasy play and children’s 
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narratives share many of the same characteristics including social activity, symbolic 
imagination, and implicitly accepted rules, spontaneity, and self-expression. 
Vivian Paley (1991) also makes the connection between play and storytelling 
when she writes, “Storytelling is play put into narrative form” (p. 4). Storyplay is a 
technique originated by Paley (1981) in which there is an enactment of child dictated 
stories. Storyplay provides a means for the children to view their words and thoughts as 
being significant. It allows the children to use their bodies and minds together. It also 
provided another opportunity for a cognitive, socio-emotional collaborative learning 
experience. The use of dramatization in the classroom as it is intertwined with narrative 
can provide an important part of the children’s learning experience. Vivian Paley 
(1988) argues that young children’s authored stories are only empty shells until those 
stories are brought to life through the children’s dramatic play: “The unacted story is the 
unlived-in story.” Paley’s use of dramatization in the classroom is based on the belief 
that literacy is a social process (Paley, 1981, 1988, 1991). 
Holdaway (1979) recognizes several processes that are related to social 
interaction that improves literacy. They include observation of others in their own 
literacy activities, collaboration with others in a socially interactive manner, individual 
or collaborative practice of literacy behaviors, and sharing literacy through 
performance. Paley draws no clear distinction between children’s stories and their 
fantasy play, which she sees as blending into each other. Kavanaugh and Engel (1998) 
conclude the importance of pretense and narrative in the lives of young children. Dyson 
(1989) sees young children developing as writers but also as varied media users. She 
claims that they need many opportunities to explore and experience in their own way 
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“to discover the interrelated purposes and powers of all these forms of expression” (p. 
271). 
Most of the research focusing on narrative development and social interaction 
has tended to be drawn theoretically from the work of Vygotsky (1933/1967) which has 
stressed that the formation of the mind is inherently a sociocultural process. 
Peer Group Relations among Children within a Sociocultural Perspective 
The research reported in a long-term project by Nicolopoulou (1996a, 1997b, 
1999, 2002; Nicolopoulou, Scales, & Weintraub, 1994, Richner & Nicolopoulou, 2001) 
broadens the conceptions of the social context of development by examining the use 
and effects of peer-oriented practices in promoting narrative activity, socialization, and 
development more generally. The studies generated data from 12 preschool classrooms 
from different geographical locations as well as different social class backgrounds. The 
research was conducted in preschools with children from predominantly middle-class 
families. The first stage of research analyzed a body of 582 stories composed by 4 year 
olds attending a half-day program in northern California. An additional 3,000 stories 
were accumulated from two preschools in western Massachusetts. Data including 166 
stories was also gathered from a Head Start preschool class of children, ages 3 to 5 from 
poor or otherwise disadvantaged backgrounds in western Massachusetts. 
The project’s central focus was the analysis of spontaneous stories by preschool 
children generated and recorded as part of a storytelling and story-acting practice 
pioneered by Vivian Paley (see Paley, 1986, 1988, 1990). This practice is integrated as 
a regular but voluntary part of the curriculum. According to Nicolopoulou (2002), this 
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“practice provides the framework for an ongoing, socially structured, and collectively 
constituted field of shared symbolic activity” (p. 137). This practice was integrated as a 
regular but voluntary part of the curriculum. 
Unlike the majority of studies on young children’s narratives that are often 
conducted in experimental or quasi-experimental settings, there are several noteworthy 
features of this practice. Unlike a one-to-one interaction, the children share their stories 
with the entire class. The narrative activities are not collected in artificial situations but 
gathered daily and are incorporated in the ongoing classroom miniculture. An artificial 
setting also tends to limit the spontaneous character of the stories, however, this practice 
is voluntary, child-initiated, and somewhat spontaneous. Children are invited to tell 
stories but not asked directly or given props, story stems, or preselected topics. 
Although creating narratives are often treated as a mutually exclusive activity, this 
practice combines the narratives with pretend play. Finally, the research conducted in 
naturalistic settings has focused predominantly on factual accounts of personal 
experience, while this project examines young children’s fictional or fantasy narratives. 
The overall key findings (1996a, 1997b, 2002; Nicoloupoulou, Scales, & 
Weintraub, 1994, Richner & Nicolopoulou, 2001) include that in general the children 
were engaged and enthusiastically immersed in the narrative activity. The children 
showed significant advances in their narrative skills in terms of sophistication and 
complexity within a short period of time. This enhanced skill contradicts the general 
agreement in narrative development research that children of this age should not be able 
to achieve (Nicolopoulou, 1996a). The role of social context in the development of 
narratives capabilities has been underestimated in the main body of current research in 
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narrative development. The children were able to draw on each other’s stories as well 
as incorporate elements from a wide variety of sources into their own narratives. The 
process of active and selective appropriation is clear when one views the patterns of 
differentiation. For example, the emergence of systematic gender differences in the 
children’s storytelling. Differences emerged in both the form and content of the 
narratives styles. These differences that were manifested in the narrative activities were 
built up and perpetuated by the classroom peer group as a whole (see Nicolopoulou, 
1997b; Nicolopoulou et al., 1994; Richner & Nicolopoulou, 2001). 
In the study of a Head Start classroom (Nicolopoulou, 1999), the central 
dynamics and results of this spontaneous storytelling and story-acting practice were 
similar to those found in the middle-class preschools although expected differences did 
occur. The participants, children ages 3- to 5-year-olds attended two different Head 
Start half-day preschool classes within the same program in western Massachusetts 
during the 1997-1998 school year. The two classes were matched including using the 
same curriculum and supervisor. The children in the target classroom were introduced 
to the narrative practice. The sample included 10 children (4 girls and 6 boys) from the 
target class and 15 children (7 girls and 8 boys) from the control class. Unlike the 
middle-class preschools discussed above that incorporated the narrative activity almost 
every day, this narrative activity took place two out of four days each week. 
Data included a total of 166 spontaneous stories, of which 118 were used for 
analysis. At the beginning and end of the school year, two tests were administered to 
the children in both classes to allow for systematic comparison, the Expressive 
Vocabulary Test (EVT) and a story-production task devised for this study Figurine- 
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Based Narrative Task (FBNT). Consistent with the findings of the middle class 
preschools, the overall quality of the target children’s narrative development advanced 
significantly, although they were substantially less advanced then children of equivalent 
ages in middle-class preschools. It is important to note that the children in the target 
class at the beginning of the school year exhibited a relatively weak foundation of 
narrative skills and resources. 
With these results of this study, one must still consider the limitations of the 
measures designed for capturing young children’s narrative abilities and development 
and for assessing their spontaneous stories. For example, the FBNT has the 
methodological limitations of using the constrained story-elicitation tasks. Another 
important consideration of the Nicolopoulou’s long-term project is pointed out by 
Bamberg (1997) when he questions the claim that the storytelling “that formed the 
database were (not) totally spontaneous, naturalist, or even authentic” (p. x). 
Groth and Darling (2001) also introduced Paley’s techniques of dictation and 
story enactment in a private 4 year-old preschool classroom twice a week during the 4- 
week intervention. During this study, the authors explored the possibility of 
establishing Paley’s storytelling and story enactment techniques; looking at the 
implications of using story dictation for literacy development; and understand how 
children react to the social opportunities afforded by the story enactment. Both 
researchers conducted observations in the classroom where they served as “story 
collectors”. Data included detailed field notes that were made after following 
classroom observations as well as analysis of videotapes of the activities. Constant 
comparative methods were employed during the analysis of their data. 
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The authors were able to incorporate storytelling by means of dictation and 
dramatization into the curriculum. Similar to Paley and Nicolopoulou et al.’s findings 
(1996a, 1997b, 2002; Nicoloupoulou, Scales, & Weintraub, 1994, Richner & 
Nicolopoulou, 2001) in general the children were engaged and enthusiastically 
immersed in the narrative activity. Unlike Paley’s ethnographies or the work of 
Nicolopoulou, the children revealed their stories to the researchers, two unfamiliar adult 
figures that assisted and observed in the classroom for just one month during the study. 
Groth and Darling pointed out that the “involvement of the classroom teacher as 
opposed to outside researchers could enhance opportunities for mediation within the 
social context of these literacy activities” (2001, p. 233-234). The results also showed 
the narrative activities afforded many opportunities for literacy development because of 
the context it created. The children’s story enactment observations showed children 
extremely engaged and interested observations of mutual respect among children and 
actual procedural considerations during casting. 
Fein, Ardila-Rey, and Groth (2000) investigated two different activity formats 
that integrated several narrative processes in order to understand the process of these 
activities as well as to see if these alternative ways of using stories effects the interests 
of the children throughout their day. Although both formats are based on children’s 
original stories, one is shared enactment (SE) while the other is the adaptation of the 
“author’s chair” (AC) (Graves & Hansen, 1983). In the AC condition, the child- 
authored story is read to the group and then discussed with the author. 
These two different narrative curriculums were conducted twice a week for 20 to 
30 minutes each in two different kindergarten classrooms consisting of 37 children. 
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Observations of the children’s spontaneous narrative activities were recorded during 
three time periods, at the beginning of the intervention, 6 weeks later, and after 12 
weeks using a time sampling procedure. Constant comparative methods were employed 
in analyzing the data. 
A ‘narrative activities inventory” was created to monitor children free time 
activities thought to be significant to literacy acquisition. The “inventory” is simply a 
list of classroom behaviors and activities that was developed from a review of the 
current early childhood research on literacy development as well as actual classroom 
observations. The authors found both formats yield high interest among the children. 
Authorship provided the children with a feeling of importance as they receive respect 
from their peers as well as control in the classroom. For the children in the AC format, 
storytelling tended to evolve into bookmaking. In the SE classroom, the emphasis was 
placed more on refinements of the enactment process rather than on book features such 
as illustrations and indexes. They found significant differences between the two 
formats in preferences for narrative activities during free play activities After the 
initial observation, preferences for narrative activities increase for the SE format while 
it decrease for the AC format while other play activities remained parallel. Significant 
changes in the frequency of individual narrative/literacy activities during the 3-month 
period also occurred. Reading increasingly became the preferred activity in the AC 
classroom while fantasy play becomes the dominant activity in the SE classroom. 
Although the results showed that the interventions yielded different patterns of 
spontaneous activities, it is questionable if these results would remain consistent over 
longer periods of time. One would need to further examine the intricacies of the 
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interventions themselves as well as possible motivational factors. Regardless of results, 
it is difficult to conclude any differences brought on by the interventions since there 
were no true comparison groups. 
Conclusion 
Feldman (1992) suggests that the most important thing for children to learn is 
why the art affects them. He believes that having an understanding of what it is in the 
artwork that generates a response is more important than the information about the 
context of the work of art. As the children respond to art with narrative, the children 
make connections that promote understanding and foster the creation of meaning. They 
develop the tools to understand and communicate through the shared information in the 
works of art. John Dewey (1934) suggests that the power of an art image is to 
communicate feelings, ideas, and meaning we bring to the encounter with an art image 
or object. He states that viewing art is an active experience “The work of art is 
complete only as it works in the experience of others than the one who created it. (p. 
106)” Hickman (1994) suggests that more than just understanding about the content, 
composition, and expressiveness of a work of art is the importance of allowing children 
to use personal experiences when perceiving an object. Narratives allow children to 
incorporate their personal understandings of the world into a more concrete, tangible 
form. It may allow children a means to express their thoughts and knowledge on a 
particular subject. By connecting the visual to the verbal by talking about the art with 
their peers, the narratives enabled them to discover, develop, and confirm their own 
ideas and perceptions. The narrative becomes a way to allow the children to talk about 
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the artwork but more importantly it also is a way of thinking about difficult questions 
and ideas. When teachers provide young children the opportunity to make connections 
between the familiar and the unfamiliar they can expand upon children’s ability to take 
educational risks. 
In review of the National Association for the Education of Young Children 
recommendations for appropriate practices in curriculum development and instruction 
for young children (Bredekamp, 1987), one can conclude that using narrative (with 
dramatization) with artwork addresses areas of significance in teaching art to young 
children. It provides an integrated approach to learning by utilizing interrelated arts 
learning experience in the visual, verbal and dramatic. This provides the children a way 
to derive meaning from the artwork by using their “multiple intelligences” (Gardner, 
1990). Colbert (1995) mentions that “The introduction of art concepts and the use of art 
reproductions with young children is appropriate and has been shown to enhance 
children’s acquisition of an art vocabulary, increase perceptual awareness and 
strengthen descriptive powers of language” (p. 36). 
The purpose of this review is to highlight the importance of how a group of 
children respond to artwork with narrative. The works of Coles, Housen, Bruner, Paley, 
and Vygotsky presented here are paramount to this review for they all provide a way of 
understanding how children come to think as they do. Coles’ work shows the value of 
discussing works of art in constructing meaning and the important implications of visual 
literacy in broadening aesthetic understanding as well as thinking critically and 
creatively. For Housen, the “storyteller” makes concrete observations about a work of 
art and weaves these into a narrative. Bruner stresses the importance of narrative mode 
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to make meaning. Vygotsky shows the importance of the cultural and contextual 
differences that influence the construction of meaning. Paley provides a teacher’s view 
of children’s learning through interactions, conversations, play and story making. 
Others build upon these themes. 
Nicolopoulou, (1996a, 1997b, 1999, 2002; Nicolopoulou, Scales, & Weintraub, 
1994, Richner & Nicolopoulou, 2001) as well as Fein, Ardila-Rey and Groth (2000), 
and Groth and Darling (2001) all which incorporate Paley’s active story making and 
story sharing in the classroom, illustrate the importance of developmental research with 
a more fully sociocultural perspective. It also supports effects of peer-group practices 
in enhancing narrative development. A shared narrative activity integrated into the 
young children’s curriculum is used as a way of developing a common culture in the 
classroom. The research suggested it is also a way to make the artwork more personally 
meaningful to the children. The use of dramatization as it is intertwined with narrative 
can be a potential way to enhance the children’s learning experience. Through story and 
drama the children can explore, reflect and expand their thoughts more easily. 
This chapter goes on to comment upon the dynamics of the children’s 
interactions and the experience of the socially structured narrative practice itself. 
Working in small groups, the value of social learning amplifies the children’s 
experiences and lets them build upon their own observations in the context of their 
peers. Narrative activity allows one to understand a little better the mind of a young 
child. It serves as a resource to allow the children to use “in making sense not only of 
the world, but of themselves (Bruner, 1990, p.2). It also allows one to gain an 
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understanding of their level of narrative capability and proficiency. Learning and 
growth can result through self-discovery and discussions among peers. 
This literature review highlights the expectations that children can enjoy the 
discussion of what they see and what they understand in works of art. Since early 
experiences influence later learning habits, attitudes and experiences, children who are 
exposed to art and are encouraged to see and to talk about it in a positive way may 
continue to explore art and its personal and shared social meaning. Curriculum 
planning that focuses on young children’s natural abilities to view, discuss, and 
appreciate the visual arts will allow children to share their ideas about what they see, to 
listen to other children, to learn from what others see, and to become aware of other 
people’s point of view and how it may differ from their own. 
Young children can be exposed to great works of art without fear that the adult 
themes will overwhelm or hide their children’s voices. Their level of comfort 
intellectually, aesthetically, and verbally suffices to make their experiences with a great 
work of art more than satisfactory. Curriculum considerations can be given to viewing 
and commenting on art no matter how small the perceived immediate benefit may be. 
Children are ready for this type of curriculum on all levels. 
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CHAPTER 3 
RESEARCH DESIGN & METHODOLOGY 
Introduction 
The purpose of this research was to describe young children’s shared narrative 
construction and story acting practices within an early childhood visual arts program. 
In 2003,1 conducted a qualitative pilot study with a small group of preschoolers (Wint, 
2003). My investigation began with the idea of introducing art history curriculum into 
the preschool classroom. The curriculum would involve a group of well-developed, 
appropriate experiences for young children that invited personal meaning with the 
visual arts. As I developed this curriculum, I began to include the children’s shared 
narratives as a major component. I was pleasantly surprised at what resulted. These 
stories enhanced my own understanding of the young children’s attempt to make sense 
of the world. The construction of the group narratives provided the children an 
opportunity to weave together their concerns, experiences, and fantasy to convey what 
was important to them. Even more intriguing was the link that these young preschooler 
made to the artwork as their narratives unfolded and took shape. 
In review of the recommendations for appropriate practices in curriculum 
development and instruction (Bredekamp, 1987), one can conclude that using narrative 
(with dramatization) with artwork addresses areas of significance in teaching art to 
young children. It provides an integrated approach to learning by utilizing interrelated 
arts learning experience in the visual, verbal and dramatic. This provides the children a 
way to derive meaning from the artwork by using their “multiple intelligences” 
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(Gardner, 1990). The artwork provided the starting point for the children and eased 
them into a narrative. The shared narratives yielded meaningful texts that told us a 
great deal about the ways that those children grasp the world and social relationships. 
There is a considerable body of literature on children and narratives, much of it 
focusing on formal elements of the stories. There is a gap in the literature concerning 
children co-authoring a single text. Discussing art provides an unusual opportunity to 
understand children’s thinking, the way a child perceives the world, and the way he or 
she constructs, reconstructs, and imagines possibilities. 
Overall Approach and Research Design 
The constructivist theoretical perspective assumed in this study dictated the use 
of qualitative methods for data collection, management, and analysis (Smith, 1997). 
This study provided an ethnographic-type account of the young children’s narratives. It 
used an ethnographic approach to perspective in both methods of field research and the 
handling of data in subsequent writing. The primary methodology was that of 
participant observation. The design of this project was exploratory, descriptive, and 
interpretive in nature. When contemplating gathering additional data, I considered 
patterns and categories that emerged during the ongoing data analysis. This 
ethnographic research yielded a cultural portrait presented in all of its complexity. The 
procedure is outlined in the Research Flow Chart (Appendix A). 
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Setting 
The setting for this research was a private Montessori school in the northeast 
United States. Established in the late 1980s, the school offers both a preschool and 
kindergarten program. Throughout the school one may observe several Montessori 
ideas and practices intertwined with other developmentally appropriate experiences 
such as the insistence on the importance of intrinsic motivation and the importance of 
teachers valuing the children’s thoughts and feelings seriously. 
Children may attend if they meet the age requirement of 2.9 years for preschool 
and 4.9 years for kindergarten at the time of entering. Children with special needs are 
allowed to attend but with the understanding that special services are not provided by 
the school. In 2003-2004, the school had more than 150 children. Approximately 50 of 
them were enrolled in the kindergarten program that had a 1:10 student to teacher ratio. 
This school was chosen primarily by convenience of location but also significant 
in the choice was the Director of the school’s interest in incorporating regularly 
scheduled art that would be enriching and as integral part of their school experience. 
The Director wanted to provide children with many opportunities to create, view, 
interpret, and appreciate art outside their main regular classroom. Therefore, small 
groups of children were taken out of their classroom and gathered in a multi-purpose 
room. 
Selection of Participants 
The students were selected from the group of twenty-five kindergarten students 
who attended my art workshop styled program in Fall 2003. This program was offered 
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only to the “full time” kindergarteners those who attended school at least four days per 
week. The family backgrounds of the children in these groups (and the school) were 
primarily middle to upper-middle class. Most children were from households where 
adults were professional or white collar academic. About a third of the children were 
from families where both parents work outside the home. 
During the fall, once a week, the children in small groups studied well-known 
artist and their work. During this time, within-culture sampling proceeded using what 
Fetterman (1989) refers to as the “big net approach” (p.42) by establishing a rapport 
with the members of the culture. After gaining some perspective, members were 
selected to small groups of five or six members based on personal judgment and 
collaboration with the head teacher and the literacy specialist. From the five small 
groups, three were selected for data collection and analysis. 
The parent or legal guardian of the students who fit into the three groups were 
given an Invitation to Participate (see Appendix B) along with a statement of Informed 
Consent (Appendix C). The invitation contained information about the research and 
what was involved, should they choose to participate. Each parent or legal guardian 
was asked to read and sign a statement of Informed Consent. They were requested to 
return the form to the kindergarten classroom. They were asked not to sign the form if 
they did not understand or agree to the conditions. They were also asked to contact the 
school with any questions or concerns. 
Both the Invitation to Participate and the Informed Consent were first approved 
by the Human Subjects Review Committee at the university of the doctoral student 
doing the research as well as by the Director of the kindergarten program and the 
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Director of the Montessori school. This review process was intended to assure that 
participation was voluntary and was based on being informed. It was also meant to 
assure that researcher was protecting the participants against making them feel 
vulnerable (Seidman, 1998). 
All data was completely confidential and pseudonyms were used in this study 
for all names of people. The name of the school that the students attended was also 
protected by confidentiality. Data storage was on my personal computer in my home. 
Although there was an attempt to make no connection between the data and the actual 
participants, there was some risk that a child may be identified as a participant in this 
study because of the small number of participants 
Curriculum Design 
Once a week, children in small groups studied well-known artists and their 
work. The goals of this workshop styled program were to share works of art with the 
children in meaningful and engaging ways; to provide developmentally appropriate 
experiences; and to incorporate art into curricula. The children had many opportunities 
to creatively explore their individual interests and talents while learning skills and 
concepts through multimodal learning opportunities. The emphasis was on working in 
small groups. This practice was based on the social constructivist model that supports 
the idea that we shape ourselves through relations with peers, adults, things in the 
world, and symbols (Levin, 1995). 
My role was of an art specialist. The classroom teachers were more directly and 
continuously involved with the children and their art. I saw my role as an art specialist 
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as a “partner, nurturer, and guide” (Edwards, 1993), one who provided occasions for the 
children’s discovery and learning. I supported a cognitive theory in visual arts 
education in which the visual art is considered a language to communicate ideas and 
feelings (Engle, 1995; Gardner, 1990; Seefeldt, 1995). My approach to teaching art was 
constructivist in nature. I believe that learners must be actively discovering, 
constructing and reconstructing meaning as they interact with art media and art 
language (Burton, 1980a, 1980b; Slavin, 1994; Vygotsky, 1962). I also believe that 
emphasis should be placed on how children think as well as what they think about. 
Dewey’s (1934/1980) philosophy of art as experience provided the foundation for 
understanding this visual arts program. It involved joint meaningful experiences that 
call for observing, questioning, discussing, and finding out, and the time and 
opportunity for reflection. 
Each workshop session took about two hours and was divided into several 
components. First, all of the children’s narratives were prompted by showing them 
works of art. Although I would have preferred that the objects discussed be original 
works of art, it was not practical. Therefore, good quality reproductions of art served as 
the focus for our discussions. A modified version of the Visual Thinking Strategies 
(VTS) was used to guide the narrative activity (Yenawine, 1997). At times, the children 
needed prompts during their narrative. Weaver (1994) includes several generic 
questions that were used with the children to probe responses further such as: What 
else can you tell me? What happened after such-and-such? What comes next? Then 
what happened? 
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After the children created their narrative, the children were encouraged to 
explore concepts and meanings presented in the reproductions. The children were 
introduced to new ideas through literature (about the artist or time period we are 
studying), and a culminating art activity. They were given many opportunities to 
become actively involved in creating their own artwork. Their art activities were 
inspired by the works of art. Often the art activity required the use of media or 
techniques similar to those used by the artists. For example, after studying the work of 
Vincent van Gogh, the children used very thick “impasto” paint that they mixed 
themselves (see Appendix C). In addition, the children were provided with occasions to 
dramatize their stories. Stories were dramatized simultaneously as the children created 
their narrative, immediately after the narrative was produced, or at the beginning of the 
next session. 
Planning the curriculum and activities for this workshop was emergent in nature. 
This type of planning is “a method of work in which teachers lay out general 
educational objectives, but do not formulate the specific goals for each project or each 
activity in advance. They formulate instead hypotheses of what could happen based on 
their knowledge of the children and of previous experiences. Along with these 
hypotheses they formulate objectives that are flexible and adapted to the needs and 
interests of the children” (Rinaldi, 1996, pp. 101-102,). 
Evaluation of the children’s learning was achieved through careful observation 
and documentation of the children’s process and products. Documentation was an 
essential element in this workshop. Documentation (i.e., transcriptions of children’s 
words and dialogue, photographs of their activity, and representations of their thinking 
53 
in many media) presented the process of learning in this workshop. According to 
Gandini (1993) documentation is valuable for it allows the parents information about 
their children’s experiences, it allows teachers to understand children better, teachers to 
evaluate their work and exchange it with others, children the opportunity to see that 
their work is valued and it provides an archive of the learning experiences. The 
documentation is a way to understand how the children are progressing, which 
techniques are successful, and when modifications should be made. 
Data Collection and Analysis 
After the three small groups were selected for data collection and analysis, the 
researcher began the Spring 2004 sessions of the art program. The children continued 
to participate once a week in the two-hour sessions in exactly the same manner, as they 
were accustomed to since the beginning of the school year. The spring session involved 
9 sessions with each group of 6 children. Working in a small group has the advantages 
of being “data rich, flexible, stimulating to respondents, recall aiding, and cumulative 
and elaborative, over and above individual responses (Fontana & Frey, 1994, p. 365). 
This ethnographic project utilized the qualitative process of participant 
observation. Pohland (1972) refers to participant observation as the documentation, 
analysis, and interpretation of an everyday setting. I employed participant observation 
to gain a better understanding of my students by collecting data, analyzing it, and 
comparing it with other studies. 
During the study, the data collection and data analysis were intertwined. In 
ethnographic studies, Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggest that “data analysis must begin 
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with the very first data collection in order to facilitate the emergent design, grounding 
of theory, and emergent structure of later data collection phases’ (p. 242). The data 
about the children’s shared narrative construction and story acting practices was 
gathered via audiotape, photographs, documents, and observational field notes. An 
observational protocol was used to describe information about each group’s session 
(Creswell, 1998). It included general information as well as both descriptive and 
reflective notes (see Appendix E for sample observational protocol form). 
It is unclear what kind of situational and analytic approach is best with co- 
authored narrative material. Although there is considerable research on children and 
narratives, they tended to focus on formal elements of the stories. Others negate the 
importance of focusing on structure. Nicolopoulou, Scales, and Weintraub (1992) write 
of the importance of looking at the story as a whole phenomenon, form and content in 
the analysis of the children’s narrative in order to capture the features which render 
them important and emotionally engaging for children. Bruner elaborates, “The central 
concern is not how narrative text is constructed, but rather how it operates as an 
instrument of mind in the construction of reality” (1992, p. 233). 
Therefore, data analysis primarily consisted of reviewing field notes to identify 
themes, patterns, events, and actions in the children’s narrative activities as well as to 
generate working hypotheses. To do this I used narrative vignettes described by 
Alvermann et al. (1996). Narrative vignettes are short writings that contain excerpts 
from the data along with interpretive commentary (Alvermann et al., 1996, p. 253). I 
also utilized the specific data analysis strategies as described by Wolcott (1994). 
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Analysis consisted of the three aspects of data transformation advanced by 
Wolcott (1994). First, a description of the culture-sharing group is written that answers 
the question, “What is going on here? (p. 12). It includes a “straightforward 
description of the setting and events” (p. 28). Then one analyzes the data for themes 
and patterned regularities. It is what Wolcott refers to as “the quantitative side of 
qualitative research” (p. 26). Findings can be displayed in tables, charts, diagrams, and 
figures. This also can involve highlighting certain information introduced in the 
descriptive phase. The final data transformation step is the interpretation of the culture¬ 
sharing group. Here the researcher extends, reflects, interprets or makes inferences 
from the databases and probes. 
Limitations 
Since this was an ethnographic study that generated hypotheses that were 
grounded in the specific context, the findings were not generalizable. This study only 
described and interpreted examples of young children’s shared narrative construction 
and story play within one visual arts program. I can never hope to accurately represent 
the entire context of this experience. As teacher-researcher, I can only see a small 
portion of what is actually happening in my classroom. 
Research bias and subjectivity were an inherent part of research. I carried to this 
research experience my own set of values, beliefs, ideas, and experiences about 
teaching and learning. Despite intentions to remain objective, this internal system also 
helped guide my research and my teaching. 
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Another criticism of working within the ethnographic tradition is the 
researcher’s role of involvement with the people being studied. The concern is about 
researchers disturbing and changing the natural setting of the people being studied. 
However, the argument is that “in order to truly grasp the lived experience of people 
from their point of view, one has to enter into relationships with them, and hence 
disturb the natural setting. There is no point in trying to control what is an unavoidable 
consequence of becoming involved in people’s lives in this way” (Davidson & Layder, 
1994, p. 165; emphasis in original). 
Another concern was the need to change or adjust the form of data collection 
once the study began. The amount of time needed to collect a substantial database as 
well as analyzing the text presented a formidable task therefore there were many 
research questions that cannot be answered during this study. 
For example, one possible way to extend the analysis that has important 
teaching implications is to more specifically identify the interactive roles of participants 
in the data by analyzing the interactive styles used in conversation. There has been 
considerable work in conversations among children and their preschool settings (Cook- 
Gumperz, 1981; Cook-Gumperz & Corsaro, 1977; Corsaro, 1985). Since these 
narratives are co-authored events, aspects of the ways of working together should be 
considered. Possibilities for further study may include identifying children who 
emerged as the more dominant or unassuming participants. Events that could highlight 
this identification could include when they offered their own ideas for the text and when 
they argued for the inclusion of their ideas. Also pertinent are the questions: Were they 
able to negotiate with the others as they tried to validate and support their co-author’s 
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work? Could they modify and expand elements of the narration or take the text in new 
directions? Did they initiate and help to launch the story? Who negotiated the 
participatory roles that filled their areas of expertise? 
Trustworthiness 
Within qualitative research, approaches to verification and standards of quality 
are an important area of concern. Creswell (1998) defines verification as “a process 
that occurs throughout the data collection, analysis, and report writing of a study” and 
standards as “criteria imposed by the researcher and others after a study is completed” 
(p. 194). Ethnographers (i.e., Fetterman, 1989; Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995; 
Thomas, 1993; Wolcott, 1990) tend to place limited attention on verification. 
Fetterman (1989) labels validity as “ethnography validity” using the approach of 
triangulation of data sources so that one can “improve the quality of data and the 
accuracy of ethnographic findings” (p. 91). Triangulation can be described as gathering 
evidence from several sources that can enrich the evidence while guarding against 
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potential errors (Creswell, 1998). The approach to establish verification in this study 
was that of triangulation of data sources. Multiple data sources, including classroom 
observations, audiotapes, photographs, transcriptions of children’s words, and artifacts 
were checked one against the other. The general standards employed in this study were 
from Spindler and Spindler’s (1987) nine criteria for a “good ethnography”. For 
example, they stress the importance of a strong ethnography is to provide an account of 
the “native’s point of view” (p. 20) and to be systematic in eliciting the data (see 
Spindler & Spindler, 1987, p. 18). 
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CHAPTER 4 
DESCRIPTION OF THE STRUCTURE AND ORGANIZATION OF THE SHARED 
NARRATIVE PROCESS 
Introduction 
Despite their centrality in young children’s lives, stories and story making have 
received very little attention in contemporary art education research (Mulcahey, 2000). 
My earlier experience with young children’s shared narratives (and story acting 
practices) within an early childhood visual arts program convinced me that to get to 
know young children you must listen attentively to their stories and invite them to tell 
more. This qualitative study investigated narrative and story acting in a kindergarten art 
program. The inquiry explored the shared narrative activity, particularly looking at the 
context as well as themes and patterns that emerged. In this chapter, I will describe the 
structure and organization of the shared narrative process in depth. The next chapter is 
a dual one for I will summarize the themes that emerge and what the narratives reveal 
about these particular young children. 
The Structure and Organization of the Shared Narrative Process 
Art Workshop Design and Philosophy 
Prior to meeting with the children during the Spring 2004, the children and I 
interacted during my art workshop styled program offered in the Fall 2004. Although 
the workshop was created specifically for this study it, like the process of teaching and 
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learning, cannot be viewed in the proverbial vacuum. The dynamics and events of our 
beginnings as a community were shaped within the fall workshop context. 
Each week the children participated in the two hour art workshop session that 
was based on the social constructivist model that supports the idea that we shape 
ourselves through relations with peers, adults, things in the world, and symbols (Levin, 
1995). The curriculum was planned as an emergent curriculum. Rinaldi (1996) defines 
an emergent curriculum as “a method of work in which the teachers lay out general 
educational objectives, but do not formulate the specific goals for each project or each 
activity in advance. Along with these hypotheses they formulate objectives that are 
flexible and adapted to the needs and interests of the children (pp. 101-102). 
This study included 18 children working in three separate small groups of six. 
Each group took part in 9 sessions. The groups were set up by the head kindergarten 
classroom teacher and were based primarily on the children’s regular classroom 
schedule. Overall a regular, consistent routine was established and maintained. The 
children were taken out of their regular classroom and brought to the art room to look at 
visual art and engage in art related activities. 
Each session was divided into several components consisting of observation, 
narrative, dramatization, artistic activity, clean up, and reflection. The same basic order 
of activities in the workshop began with the children looking at the art and exploring the 
narrative. Stories were dramatized simultaneously as they created their narrative or 
immediately after the narrative was produced. After the narrative, we discussed art 
works of the period or artist. Our discussions included various kinds of responses to 
pieces of art such as, what they noticed, liked best, or wondered about. The children 
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were also encouraged to explore concepts and meanings presented in the reproductions. 
A demonstration of procedures occurred before going to the worktables. There they 
could become actively involved in creating their own artwork. Clean up and reflection 
followed. Reflection was a time when children gathered again as a group and were 
encouraged to comment on their own work, ask questions and/or to deepen their 
understanding of a concept. 
The Works of Art 
An important component of this research was the initial narrative activity. It 
was a time to explore the children’s ideas while they were looking at the works of art. 
The images of the reproductions were chosen in order to reinforce a particular art 
concept, to reflect a variety of different types of artists and their works of art but mostly 
to appeal to young children. The role of teacher was to select images that were full of 
details and ready for stories to be told. Thus I sought to include images that focused 
primarily on color and familiar or favorite subject matter (Fenney & Moravcik, 1987; 
Gardner, 1970, 1973; Steinberg & DeLoache, 1986; Taunton, 1982, 1984). The 
challenge then became to invite the young children to think about what they saw and 
felt concerning what was happening in the works of art without giving any further 
information or commentary. The curriculum was not established in advance and the 
choice of the focus work of art for next session was made after the previous session 
took place. 
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The following is the list of specific works of art selected that were chosen to 
engage the attention and curiosity of the children during their narrative activity (see 
Appendix G): 
Session 1: Paul Klee’s Red Balloon 
Session 2: Leon Bellefleur’s Fish in the City 
Session 3: Marc Chagall’s Paris Through a Window 
Session 4: Pietro Longhi’ s Exhibition of a Rhinoceros at Venice 
Session 5: The Quay Brothers’ Serenato in Vano 
Session 6: Paul Gauguin’s Still Life with Three Puppies 
Session 7: Napoleon Bourassa’s The Little Fishermen 
Session 8: Miyuki Tznobt's Monday, Washing-day 
Session 9: Faith Ringgold’s Tar Beach 
The Narrative Activity 
The children began each session with the opportunity to describe what they saw 
in the work of art. The teacher’s role was to ask good, open-ended questions that 
stimulate children’s thinking and bring about discussion. The Visual Thinking 
Strategies (VTS) were used to facilitate, orchestrate and guide the narrative activity 
(Yenawine, 1997). As the children entered the classroom, they were invited to look at 
the work of art before discussing it. Then, the students gathered in front of the art 
image. Discussion always began with: “What’s going on in this painting (sculpture, 
drawing, etc.).” A question to extend the children’s thoughts would have been, “What 
more do you see?” If a child mentioned something that was interpretive, a follow-up 
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question was, “What do you see that makes you say that?” As facilitator I did not agree 
or disagree with their answers and comments but only responded by paraphrasing what 
the children said. Turn taking was distributed relatively equally among the children in 
order to provide extended opportunities for using language and participating in joint 
meaning making and knowledge construction. Afterwards, the children had the 
opportunity to focus on different aspects related to the art such as an understanding of 
the artist, the artist’s intention, the time period or culture of the artworks and the artist’s 
technique. Children then explored related media and techniques similar to those in the 
art in varied and engaging ways. They used story-acting techniques primarily as a tool 
for enhancing and enacting their thinking through a topic. By viewing, thinking, and 
talking about the art, ideas developed amongst the children that often exceeded my 
expectations. For example, they noticed the technical properties of the work such as 
how one artist used very thick paint. 
As the children produced narratives, their tape-recorded responses allowed me 
to select interesting observations, insights, questions and curiosities to share with them, 
their parents, and their teachers and to pursue later conversations with the children. 
Recently, there are several theorists who offer criteria to delineate narratives 
from other types of discourse. For the purposes of this study, narrative will be defined 
as “an account of experiences or events that are temporally sequenced and convey some 
meaning. A narrative can be of an imagined event or a lived everyday event. But, 
unlike a story, which is told or communicated intentionally, a narrative can be 
embedded in a conversation or interaction and need not be experienced as a story by the 
speakers” (Engel, 1999, p. 19). Therefore, the narratives produced are often 
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reconstructed and interpreted narratives that were woven together and buried within the 
flow of the children’s observations about the art. 
The social constructivist perspective underlies the learning approach of the 
shared narrative activity in this study, contrasting with traditional empiricist models. 
Traditional empiricists claim that knowledge comes from our observations of the real 
world around us. Social constructivists focus on learning as a social process and on 
knowledge as meaning that is generated through social consensus, not scientific 
verifiability (Graue, 1993). Vygotsky (1978) contributes significantly to the social 
constructivist perspective that learning occurs through interaction. In particular, two 
areas of his work that informs my teaching practice are the process of concept 
formation, the zone of proximal development, and social interactions as integral to 
learning. 
The Narrative Methodology 
All of the narratives discussed in this study are in the form of responses to a 
particular work of art. No pre-constructed instrument was used during observations. 
Transcription of the tape-recorded narrative activity followed the individual sessions. 
The transcriptions were carried out by the researcher alone although some transcripts 
(10 percent) chosen at random were doubled checked by another person for accuracy of 
the transcription and identity of the speakers. Agreement between these judges reached 
95 per cent. 
The following group interactions occurred while viewing Tar Beach, a story 
quilt by Faith Ringgold. The teacher engaged the children with the selected work of art 
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at the beginning of the class. The children were already very familiar with our narrative 
activity. They knew that they would be asked to look carefully at what they saw and 
talk about what they observed. They were to listen and consider the views of others 
while they discussed many interpretations. After the children were comfortable and 
ready to discuss what they saw, the children were asked, “What do you see?” Here is 
the dialogue that followed: 
R: I see some people eating. 
J: I think they are eating watermelon and the food over there (pointing to the 
reproduction). I see people lying down. 
B: The people are going to bed on the roof. They took their bed out. They 
brought it up a little secret door onto the roof. These children here (pointing to 
art work) helped their mom and dad and aunts hang up the clothes. That is their 
job. 
C: I see a basket under the table. It is filled with cupcakes. It is the 
niece’s birthday. She has just come. They do not want her to see the 
cupcakes so they covered the basket with a cloth to hide the cupcakes so she 
wouldn’t know. They put it in a dark basket to match the dark roof. The basket 
is camouflaged. That is why the niece is not going to sneak up and get the 
cupcakes. 
G: I think that they are on the top of the roof too because I can see buildings in 
the background and lights. 
J: The roof is black on top of the building. 
65 
R: I like the red and black and blue and turquoise squares. I noticed that this 
one looks like fish gills. This one is kind of like flowers. This one is like that 
one (pointing to art work). I can find ones that match. 
J: You know that that one looks like a dinosaur. A brontosaurus has a back like 
that. 
B: I noticed something else. I noticed someone flying in the sky. She had a 
dream she was flying. In the dream she wished on a wishing star to find her 
house. When she woke up she was in her bed in her house. These children want 
to go flying but they will use a magic carpet. They are 6 and 8 years old. 
G: I think that person that is floating just jumped off the roof because she 
wanted to fly. I think it is night because I don’t see any sun and the sky is dark. 
J: I think it is almost summer time. She is flying because I think she might 
wants to be a bird. 
B: I think these people are Africans. They never go to school. There was a fire 
in their house. They are going to build a new home right next to their house. 
In this extract, derived from viewing Ringgold’s work the students are actively 
involved in negotiating a joint meaning. The reading of this extract is likely to develop 
many ideas worthy of investigating. One area to consider may focus on the quality and 
nature of the interactions between the students and how these contribute to their 
learning. Another area might center on the social dynamics and expectations among the 
children and how these might help or hamper the participation of the children during 
this joint activity. Also, one may want to consider how the children’s language 
represents understanding and learning. This extract could also be studied within its 
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broader cultural setting. From this perspective, it would be interesting to investigate 
how the extract reflects the ways in which the learning situation is constructed. Also, to 
look at the implied norms and practices of the culture of the classroom as well as how 
the children form the interactions in the learning activities. The potential questions that 
could guide the investigation of the extract makes clear that the co-constructed narrative 
activity provides a rich source of data that can be approached and studied from a variety 
of analytical approaches. 
Since there is no formal consensus in research or practice of one particular 
method of narrative analysis; I have decided to use an interactive approach to analysis. 
Therefore, I will attempt to analyze the stories in terms of what they evoke or mean to a 
listener. James Deese (1983) explained that narratives are ‘accounts of events from a 
very human point of view’ and that ‘every narrative is realized in only one particular 
way out of the countless ways it might have been realized’ (p. xiii). 
In my research, I am more interested in what the stories are about and what it 
reveals about the children’s world. Developing broad themes are important since 
narratives may be thought as representations of the mind in action both in content and 
its ongoing operations. Therefore, for the purpose of this analysis, the systematic 
breaking down of the children’s narratives into constituent components, and their 
protracted examination in that fragmented state, is of less value. 
The application of the coding system by Wolf (2002) aided classifying co¬ 
constructed conversational sequences by identifying the co-constructions into 2 
different group, constructions that focus on the “Here and Now” and narratives. 
Constructions that focused on the “Here and Now” referred to events and objects 
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immediately available to everyone present. For the purposes of this study, constructions 
in the “Here and Now” has been modified to include interpersonal relations and 
observations in the immediately perceived reality. Also, there are two categories that 
were added for this particular study. Art talk I and Art talk II. Art talk I included 
observations about the artwork such as naming line, shape, color and objects. Art talk II 
included observations such as specific media (e g. paints) and specific techniques used 
in the artwork. Narratives co-constructions referred to conversational sequences 
removed from immediate circumstances because it could be assigned to a different time 
frame or and they expressed the children’s fantasy, thought and feeling. Narrative co¬ 
constructions were classified as personal anecdotes, facts and behavioral scripts, 
symbolic activity and personal perspective. These categories defined below were used 
in classification of the data. 
Personal anecdote. Stories about past events experiences or observed by a 
single narrator or jointly constructed by a number of children. 
Facts and behavioral scripts. Co-constructions that expressed knowledge of 
facts, world states, scripts, and rules. 
Symbolic activity. Co-constructions that focused on various facets of children’s 
role-play and fantasy. It included attempts to initiate a make-believe or a role play 
game, negotiate scripts and roles, and enact make-believe, role play, or fantasy in 
conversational sequences. 
Personal perspective. This category reflected children’s expression of their own 
perspective on events in their worlds. It included evaluation of actions or emotions 
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expressed by others and expression of own emotions, thoughts, intentions, and 
motivations. (Aviezer, 2003, p. 361) 
The application of this system allowed the frequencies of each category to be 
calculated and compared. Table 1 (in Appendix A) shows the distribution of 
frequencies in the children’s co-constructions during the process of viewing the work of 
art. For the purpose of this study, the minimal unit of analysis was a speaker’s turn. 
Schley and Snow (1992) define a speaker’s turn as all utterances of a speaker bounded 
by the utterances of another speaker. I classified co-constructions sequences into the 
“Here and Now” and narratives. A second coder I trained classified 100% of the 
conversational sequences for reliability assessment. The classifications of co¬ 
constructions were reliable (kappa=. 85). 
Often multiple rather than single subcategories were identified within the 
children’s interactions. The following extract, taken from children in group 3 while 
viewing Miyuki Tanobe’s Washing-dav illustrates this. 
N: I think it is done with watercolors. (Art talk II) 
S: It looks like a worn down house were everyone likes to play. The fabric of 
the umbrella matches the blanket. (Personal perspective/art I) 
N: I see underwear. I see lots of underwear. It is next to the socks. (Art I) 
J: I see doors. I think it is a secret hideout. I see a person hiding behind the 
clothes. I think the secret hideout is for the girls so they don’t get any 
boyfriends. (Art talk I, symbolic activity, personal perspective) 
R: The girls need to get away from the boys. The girls need to escape so they 
do not want to get cooties. (Symbolic activity, personal perspective) 
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C: The girls need to escape because they don’t want to be kissed. I 
wouldn’t want to be kissed. (Symbolic activity, personal perspective) 
A: I wouldn’t want to be in their neighborhood. The stuff behind them looks 
dirty. The steps, house...(personal perspective, art talk I) 
N: The fence... it looks like some parts are broken up. It looks old and it needs 
to be repaired. (Art talk I, personal perspective) 
Conclusion 
The aims of the study were to investigate young children’s narratives in 
response to works of art. The study was carried out in 3 kindergarten classes from a 
Montessori program, using children aged from 4.9 to 5.9. The research sample was 27 
narratives (3 groups x 9 sessions). Although all 27 narratives contain rich raw data, 
many of the excerpts discussed in the following chapter were included for they provide 
rich examples in terms of content and interaction. However, the narrative, at its very 
best will capture only a partial essence of what each child experienced in the class. The 
narratives of the children can only provide a unique window into their knowledge base. 
In the next chapter, the voices of the children predominate as a primary source of 
knowledge. 
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CHAPTER 5 
WHAT THE NARRATIVE PROCESS REVEALS 
Introduction 
Every narrative conveys an experience. It is an expression of how a person 
experiences the world. It contributes to one’s sense of self and how one develops 
relationships with the world. Often we may dismiss young children’s narratives, yet 
every narrative invites questions. A young child’s narrative is often complex in style, 
voice, construction and content if one looks closely. What follows are narratives that 
occurred when a group of young learners came together to discuss art. It is a 
documentation of their collaborative narratives. This analysis is about how young 
children co-construct narratives. It is about their narratives content and construction. 
This ethnography provides a ‘thick description’ (Geertz, 1973) of the significant aspects 
and interactions of this particular learning community and how it fostered development 
and learning. 
Types of Co-Constructions: Descriptions and Examples 
Altogether 839 co-constructions were identified in the sessions of the three 
groups. 66% of all co-constructions were classified as narratives. Table 1 presents 
types of co-constructions according to class grouping. It is clear that narratives 
occurred more frequently then construction in the Here and Now. Their relative 
prevalence was very similar in each group (61%, 68%, and 68%). In the next section, I 
describe the collaborative constructions in the Here and Now. 
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Joint Constructions of Meaning in the Here and Now 
Constructions in the Here and Now often were stated in the present tense and 
referred to objects and events that were immediately available to everyone in the 
classroom. The contents of these constructions included interpersonal exchanges as well 
as interactions around the artwork (art talk I and art work II categories). It is clear from 
Table 1 that these constructions focused mostly on observations about the artwork such 
as naming line, shape, color, its central characters, their actions and some of the small 
details in the background (art talk I). Again, the relative prevalence was similar in each 
group (78%, 85%, and 77%, respectively). Groups 1, 2, and 3 rarely involved Art talk II 
constructions about specific media (e g. paints) and specific techniques used in the art 
work (6%, 3%, and 6%, respectively). Below are a few examples drawn from different 
conversations of all the groups. 
-I see a statue. It doesn’t have legs and feet. I think it is carved out of wood. 
-If you look at the water, it has texture in it. 
-I’ve seen this before. It reminds of Van Gogh’s Starry Night. 
-I can see buildings and lights in the background. 
-There is a pattern. The squares repeat. 
-I think the painting is done with watercolors. 
The following two excerpts drawn from the conversation of group 1 while 
viewing Marc Chagall’s Paris Through a Window. 
M: I don’t know where the train is going because it is an abstract painting. 
L: It is not abstract you can see people and buildings. 
M: It is fiction. 
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L: No, some of it is real. There really is an Eiffel Tower but some of it is make 
believe like the cat with the human face and the upside down train. 
J: If you look closely over here (pointing). There is a word. I wonder what the 
word is? What do you think the word is? 
B: I don’t know. 
A: I think it is the artist’s signature. 
They were also able to incorporate some interpretative analysis of the art. The 
following example presents an excerpt drawn from the conversation of group 2 while 
viewing Exhibition of a Rhinoceros at Venice. 
J: I think the artist painted this while he was in China. He made this portrait of 
these people while he was there because in China people usually wear those 
kinds of hats and those kinds of clothes. 
S: I see some ladies. That one is wearing a mask. It reminds me of a lady from 
China. Maybe the artist is Chinese. 
In the next section there is a shift to describing joint construction of narratives. 
The ideas and concerns of the children are stimulated by occurrences removed from the 
immediate reality of the peer interactions. 
Joint Constructions of Narratives 
Regardless of the group or the artwork selected, the artwork provided the 
starting point for the children and eased them into the narrative. In Housen’s (2000- 
2001) stages of aesthetic development, these children would be viewed as beginners 
who are storytellers. They made concrete observations about what they saw and wove 
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them into a narrative. According to Housen, the “viewers seem to enter the work of art 
and become part of its unfolding narrative’. 
All coded narrative types were present in the conversations of all three groups 
(see Table 1). Parallel to the results of the joint constructions in the Here and Now, 
their relative frequency was similar in each subcategory of narrative co-co¬ 
constructions. This suggests that each group had a comparable style in joint 
constructions. 
Discussing Art Through Language and Social Interaction. The relatively high 
frequency of narratives in the data (66%) indicates that these young children used their 
interpersonal relationships with peers as a way for understanding meanings in their 
world. The children used the joint constructions to explore not only what they saw in 
the art work but their examination of the art led to more observations which in turn 
fueled interpretations and questions. The children incorporated both descriptive and 
interpretative features of the individual paintings into their narratives but their responses 
were not bound to the visual stimulus provided. Creating narratives pushed the children 
to examine, refine and expand their own thinking about content, process and purposes 
of the event. The following excerpt is drawn from the conversation of group 1 as they 
viewed Marc Chagall’s Paris Through a Window. 
C: I don’t know why the two people are floating. 
B: They are not floating; they are rolling on the ground. 
A: Why would they be rolling on the ground? 
B: I don’t know...maybe they are kids and they are rolling down a hill. 
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D: I know, I know...maybe they are dead people in heaven. They are sleeping 
because clouds are dead people’s beds. My mom told me that.. that dead 
people’s beds are clouds. 
Cole (1993) acknowledges the importance of using art in this manner when he 
refers to it as “visual literacy” one in which a person is able “to look at the mountain, or 
seascape, or cityscape, with some kind of intelligence and thought, to look at the world 
and try to make sense of it. It’s a tool for discussion about all sorts of matter, - 
environment and sociology, esthetics, the nature of working-class life, personal 
experience, and on and on” (p.98). Cole goes on to mention, “... when we encourage 
responsiveness to looking, we’re encouraging responsiveness in general” (p. 99). 
In general, the children tended to build a story utilizing the artwork as a base. 
For example, when the children created their narrative using the painting The Little 
Fisherman, they initially produced a simple reporting of what they directly observed in 
the painting. However, shortly after the first several lines, the children departed from 
the scene and used higher order language skills such as reasoning, projecting, and 
predicting. As the narratives progressed the children used the situation created to build 
up more complex meanings. In the next example, note how divergent thinking affects 
what was said as the children in group 3 expanded and altered the subject of the 
dialogue. The conversation quickly changed from fish, to war to heaven. 
P: I see a girl. 
S: I see three fish 
J: I see four fish altogether. 
A: There are children. 
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P. I see a boy. He has a fish on one end of a string. A couple of other fishes are 
on the other line. He is holding that one up (pointing to the painting). 
M: I think that these children are on a mountain. A rocky mountain. 
L: I know exactly where they are. The types of mountain they are on are the 
same as the ones that the mountain goats climb, not the ones with grass on it. 
They are very hard. The mountain is the same as the mountain goats climb on. 
S: There is a stick and not a fishing rod but he is using it for a fishing rod. 
A: I think that the children are not happy because they do not want to make fish 
for supper. 
P: I think that they are not happy because they need to catch some more because 
they wouldn’t have enough to eat. 
I think that they are unhappy because they are bored. Their faces look bored. 
They look like they have been fishing for a long time. 
S: I think they are unhappy because they live in an Army country. 
J. What does that mean? 
S: There are a lot of terrorist in it. You know they are bad people. You know 
the people in the army. Well there are people that are on our side and there are 
people that are against our side. Terrorists are people that are against us. 
J: I think the same thing as S. These things here are things to load up their 
guns. All the stuff that they use to shoot they put in the river to hide it. At night 
they have to sleep in the cave. 
S: I would not want to jump into that picture. 
A: Why? 
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S: I would not want to fight in a war. People die fighting in wars. I don’t want 
to die. 
J: What do you think it feels like to be dead? 
P: I don’t think that you feel anything like you could be shot with a gun and you 
would not feel it. 
M: Do you think that you can see? 
J: Yeah, I think you could see and hear. 
M: I think that you float in the sky. 
J: I know that you are in the ground. I went to a funeral. They put my Papa in a 
coffin. I saw him but he could not see me. He was like a doll. He did not move 
or talk. I saw the coffin go into the ground. 
A: How do you go from the ground to heaven because when you die you go to 
heaven? How do you get there? 
M: My mom told me heaven is in the sky. I don’t think that heaven reaches all 
the way up to the sky. I think that it might be just 2 miles high up. 
L: What do you do in heaven? Do you think that these children in the picture 
will go to heaven? Maybe they wish that they would go so they could be happy 
again. They look so sad. 
S: I agree. I think they are sad because of the war. They want to go home but 
they can’t. I think that the two boys are thinking that they need to catch a lot of 
fish because they are soooooo hungry. 
A. I think they are sad because they miss their mom and dad. Where do you 
think that they are? 
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J: I think they were shot but the mean soldiers that are.. .what did you call the 
ones that are not on our side? 
S: Terrorist. 
J. Yea. 
In the previous narrative the children’s own divergent questioning and 
statements, pursued to an extent with fewer restraints, led the children to explore 
concepts above and beyond the scope of “normal” classroom discussion. A divergent 
statement such as “ army country” was followed by “What do you mean?” From this 
the discussion took off. This question while not divergent itself was a response to the 
child’s divergent thinking. 
Asking Divergent Questions. The children in the prior vignette have had an 
opportunity to build up complex meanings with the “scaffolding” provided by their 
peers (Vygotsky, 1978). They were able to explore their ideas verbally. Post- 
Vygotskian notions of teaching and learning (Tharp and Gallimore, 1998; Rogoff, 
1999) suggests that learning arises both as the result of deliberate guidance of the 
learner by a more capable other and through participation in collective activities with 
the members of the learning community. 
In recent years there have been a number of research studies that have explored 
the ways in which knowledge is socially constructed through classroom discourse (e.g. 
Edwards, 1993; Lemke, 1990; Mercer, 1995; Wells & Chang-Wells, 1992). By 
allowing collaborative peer interactions to occur allows students to share and construct 
and become aware of their own thinking processes and to develop divergent thinking 
(Arvaja et al., 2000). In all groups, the children consistently asked one another 
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divergent questions. A question (from group 1 ’s narrative below) such as, “What is 
regular skin color?” elicited thinking and discussion amongst the children. In this 
example, ideas and meanings are generated with justifications and alternative 
hypotheses while viewing Pietro Longhi’s Exhibition of a Rhinoceros at Venice. 
Knowledge is made publicly accountable and reasoning is visible. 
A: The people are wearing costumes. If you look closely at the blue and white 
lady she has black around her face. 
T: I think she has paint on her face or a mask. 
B: All of the people are in costumes. They are from old times. 
A: This guy has a long, long beard. He is wearing a mask because I see his 
skin under his neck. 
M: I think that all of these have a mask on except that one. I think he is the 
captain and the rest of them are his crew. 
N: I know he doesn’t have a mask because he has the regular color skin. All 
the others have black skin or white skin so they need a mask. 
B: What is regular color skin? 
M: Peach. He is the only one with peach skin. 
A: So does T. (a African American child in the class) have regular colored 
skin? 
B: No 
A: My mom told me that every one’s skin is the same but the colors are all a 
little different. I think that there is not 1 regular skin color ‘cause look at 
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everyone and you will see that everyone’s skin color is a little different. My 
skin color is a little different than yours. I think that my mom is right. 
N: And look at my hair (strawberry blonde). My hair is not the same as anyone 
else’s. 
In this particular case, the question, “What is regular skin color?” challenged the 
children to think critically. Here, a subject that may not be part of the formal 
curriculum was introduced. The children took up a complex issue such as race and skin 
color. The divergent thinking and questioning led the group to a subject not anticipated 
by the teacher and it was built upon. This subject, that of skin color, may not be readily 
discussed at this young age if it were not part of the “formal“ curriculum. Lindfors 
(1987) and Wells (1986) point out to us that children ask few questions in a traditional 
classroom. 
Would the children have had the opportunity to discuss this as part of their 
regular day? If they did discuss it away from the class and it was revealed to adults, 
how would it be handled and interpreted by the children? While we cannot know the 
answers to these questions and cannot claim that this discussion about skin color was in 
any way better or worse than any other, I can say that it was completely unexpected and 
was not something slated for discussion. These activities help children to clarify and 
formulate their own questions, helping them to be able to state their own understandings 
so they can be pursued on their level. Although there has been a more general 
theoretical shift in research that emphasizes the social and cultural nature of learning 
(Mercer, 2000; Resnick, Levine & Teasley, 1991; Rogoff, 1990) where learning is a 
process of meaning making and enculturation into social processes, opportunities to 
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participate in social interaction will not necessarily lead to meaningful learning 
experiences. Therefore, careful attention of patterns and content of students’ 
interactions and how these support or challenge their learning should be made. 
Socially Shared Interaction. Several studies have investigated students’ social 
interactions during collaborative learning activities and the processes and outcomes of 
these (e.g. Cowie & van der Aalsvoort, 2000; Dillenbourg, 1999; Littleton & Light, 
1999; Mercer & Wegeriff, 1999; Teasley, 1995; Troper& Fall, 1995). Since the 
children in this study were taught in small groups of six, social interaction and 
cooperative learning were always encouraged. One upshot of these small group 
interactions was that the children quite willingly revealed their perspectives on a variety 
of issues to one another. These children were clearly able to communicate to one 
another effectively. They were able to serve as both speaker and listener. The children 
were tolerant of each other and were not defensive while speaking in front of their 
peers. Barnes and Todd (1995) found that students who have the responsibility for 
managing their own talk must cope with silences, negotiate whom, how, and when 
someone speaks and assess the quality and significance of the communication. 
Therefore, social interaction among student groups that include different opinions, 
definitions and interpretations are generally complex and dynamic in nature (Cohen, 
1994; Hicks, 1995;Maybin, 1991). 
The following illustrates how the children in group 2 interacted with one another 
without any facilitation of an adult to co-construct meaning. The children were viewing 
Paul Klee’s Red Balloon. 
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B: It looks like a hot air balloon. 
N: lam looking in the picture and I am kind of seeing a big red balloon in 
the sky. Some dark brown that kind of looks like a basket. 
A: I kind of see a brown fake rope thing with a black belt on it. 
T: I think that ball is shaped like a baseball. 
B: A baseball hanging from a hot air balloon, that seems weird. 
T: Well that is just what I think it looks like. 
A: Everyone can think something different. 
S: Well I think it is the moon. 
B: The moon? 
S: I think there must be wind. It makes a sound. Shhhhh. 
B: I think I know what makes sound...the hot air balloon. 
T: I think that little baseball thing flung up and blew a hole in the balloon and it 
makes a sound. I think the wind made the string fling up with the baseball on it. 
Then the baseball hit the balloon part and popped it. Then the air coming out of 
it made a sound. 
M: Maybe the hot air balloon has fire and maybe that is what makes a 
sound 
B: I know about hot air balloons. I learned it from Sagwa (television show) and 
I just know a lot of things. When hot air balloons are really hot, there is hot fire 
in it. There is something you pull to make the balloon go down. The fire makes 
the balloon go up instead of air making it go up. 
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M: I see squares. Boxes. They are all the houses of people who are 
wondering about the hot air balloon. 
N: I think they are windows. 
S: (pointing to the foreground) I think that this is part of house with the roof 
coming off. The other side is cut off. 
N: It probably is far away. They don’t know what it is because it is far away. 
They can’t see it. They probably need binoculars or something to see it. The 
people need binoculars or a microscope or something to see that.. .the hot air 
balloon. 
B: Maybe it is far way and they don’t know what it is. I know that there are 
bags of sand hanging out of a hot air balloon... right there. Probably the guy 
didn’t know where to hang it so it was hanging back there (pointing to the 
painting) but then he saw another one higher up in the sky and he said “ahh” I 
know that there are sandbags. He thought to hang it right there (pointing). He 
hooks up a little crane. When he hooks it up he can use it to take it back. So he 
could make a house. He is trying to get cutted rocks and put them together and 
makes shapes and stuff with them. 
T: I agree with B. What did he say again? 
B: I think that a baseball when up in the air and hit the balloon. 
T: Yeah, I agree with B. 
S: I need to show you something. It looks like...the circle...looks like it is 
dawn and the sun is going to go down. 
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M: These are the houses. This is one big house and this is a short house and 
big house. This is the roof. These are the windows. This is the chimney for this 
one. This is the window for that one. 
N: My suggestion is I think that the red circle is not the sun going down but 
maybe the artist that made the picture just did not want to put the sun there so 
he made it look like a balloon. 
Jerome Bruner’s (1966) development of human communication emphasizes that 
it is through social interaction that children learn that other children have ideas different 
from their own. The next example reveals how these children had very different 
concepts of what they saw. The children in group 3 were viewing the Exhibition of a 
Rhinoceros at Venice. 
B: It looks like a scene of baby Jesus with his family and a giant rhinoceros is 
about to be hit with a sword. 
A: I think that the people are wearing costumes. 
I think she has paint on her face or is wearing a mask. 
N: All of the people are from old times. There are pirates. The captain is the 
one with the fishing rod. 
T: I see someone with a sword. 
S: No, I think it is a whip. 
N: There are strings on it. It is a whip too. 
S: I think the man is scared the rhinoceros will bite him so he has the whipper. 
M: I think that those people are watching the rhinoceros eat the hay. The 
rhinoceros is alive. He is not a sculpture because he is eating hay. 
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T: I think that these are the Pilgrims when they traveled to America on the 
Mayflower. This is an animal that they brought. 
B: I think that this is the captain and the rest of them are his crew. I noticed that 
the rhinoceros does not have his horn. I think that the captain took the horn off 
to protect the people. While they were on their trip, if the rhinoceros got angry 
he could not charge and hurt his crew with his horn. 
A: I think that the ones wearing the hats and masks are robbers. 
T: I think that too! I think that they are girl robbers. 
B: They are there to make sure that the animal doesn’t run away. 
A: Maybe because it is the bestest animal. 
N: This guy looks like a witch. He has a funny face. I think that all of these 
people except this one are dummies. They are not alive. Only one is alive. 
They are dressed up like people to trick the rhinoceros. 
A: Yea, you’re right. They are not alive. The three in the back are dummies. 
N: I think that they put the dummies there when the real people are busy so the 
rhino will still be good. He will not charge and try to escape. 
B: The rhinoceros is scared of the man. 
This narrative activity was more like a problem-solving activity. It supports a 
cognitive theory in which art is considered a language to communicate ideas and 
feelings (Engle, 1995; Gardner, 1990; Seefeldt, 1995). The constructivist perspective 
supports a view of cognitive development in which children can create individual 
meaning and understandings of their experiences in art through their interactions 
(Vygotsky, 1962). These children were open and comfortable communicating with 
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their peers with the assumption that the other children would try to understand their 
point of view. Children’s attempts to influence others will inevitably lead to some 
conflicts. It is important for children to learn that about differences and that the 
resolution of these differences involves cooperation and adjustment. 
In another example, the children were in the midst of discussing Bellefleur’s 
Fish in the City. They began by telling about a witch and a wolf and a fish. After a few 
minutes into the narrative, one child said, “I don’t like this story.” One of the girls 
responded that “Then you have to change it if you don’t like it.” Just by having said 
this implied rule aloud, this child provided her peer a means of resolving an issue. He 
appeared content. Divergence again, accepted and reinforced. 
Personal Perspective. Although the children were co-authoring a single text, the 
narrative also provided information regarding a child’s personal perspective. Children 
communicate their personal perspective when they express how they think and feel 
about events in their own world. Although most personal viewpoints were categorized 
more often as events in the Here and Now, reference to emotions and mental states were 
found in 27% of the narrative data. References to emotions and mental states are 
valuable for it exposes children to the internal experiences of others. The following 
example illustrates how a child may have revealed herself through the narrative while 
viewing Fish in the City. 
A: So they (the two robots) escaped from their planet because they do not like it 
anymore. They do not like the people there because they are not nice and there 
was a bully. 
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B: The two robots escape and go into two separate rockets. They go up into 
outer space and they decide to go back home to Mars because that is their real 
planet.. .to go back to their families. 
A: No, no, no, I don’t agree with that. No we escaped to a place where there 
was no one there. A magical place... they get everything they wish.. they get 
friends if they want. They get everything that they wish for and everything that 
they want. 
Normally this might be overlooked or insignificant but this child is weaving 
together real concerns, real experiences, and fantasy to convey what is important to her. 
This is a child with low self-esteem who has had difficulty making friends. Generally 
she only participates in her regular class when asked directly. This child’s self-image 
and feelings about herself are evident throughout the narratives. Although she very 
rarely shares during the rest of the class, she often contributes to the narratives with 
pieces related to her emotions and inner experiences. The narrative provides a 
mechanism in which she feels safe to express herself. By helping children explore and 
share their feelings we can help them better understand themselves and others. 
Although the narratives allow children to express their internal representations 
and generate additional information about children, Warren (2003) found many 
limitations of the current research on narratives in at-risk and clinical populations. 
Additional research is needed to validate the preliminary clinical impressions and to 
refine procedures. 
Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory emphasizes the important role of social 
influences on learning. At the same time as children are learning social skills they are 
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also learning about the relationship between themselves, the environment and society. 
An effective way in which children can learn about the different members of society is 
to provide an environment in which they feel free to ask questions and make comments 
about the various differences between individuals. In the following example the 
children viewed Miyuki Tanobe’s Monday, Washing-dav. 
D: I see a school (points). 
J: I think there are lots of children there because it is a school. I think it is 
recess time. 
H: I bet parents are coming to pick them up. There underwear is on the line 
because they all had an accident (laughter). Yeah, they have to go home 
naked. 
D: That might be the lost and found. 
J: I don’t think the children look happy. 
D: I don’t think they look happy either because they are at military school. 
J: What is military school? 
G: I don’t know either. 
D: My mom told me. 
J: I think they are fighting at recess. One kid says “my balloon is bigger... no 
my balloon is bigger”. So they have a fight about the size of their balloon. 
D: This looks like a trashed school. 
J: I think it looks like a dump...all the clothes. It is like Bondi’s Island. 
H: Where? 
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J: My papa hasn’t taken me there. When you flush the toilet it goes right to 
Bondi’s island. All the poop and pee. When it is take your child to work day, 
my papa will take me there to check it out. I will bring in a picture in too. 
The following example is a powerful descriptive interpretation of Faith 
Ringgold’s Tar Beach. Although the children’s interpretation did not match the artist’s 
story, such information provides an important contribution to our knowledge of what 
children were thinking. 
A: The people.. .1 think they are slaves. 
B: I think they are slaves because they are poor on their faces. 
C: They look like they are sad also. 
A: The clothesline it is like guarding them. It guards the entranceway. 
A: So they can’t get out. 
B: Yea. 
P: I think it is midnight because there are lots of stars. 
C: Then why are these people awake? 
S: I think they are celebrating Kwanzaa. 
A: What makes you think that? 
S: Because they are African Americans 
C: How do you know that? 
S: They have a certain type of skin color. 
A: I noticed someone flying in the sky. Who is she? 
B: The angel of death 
A: S. said she is the angel of death or something... I don’t believe it. 
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S: Maybe she is the angel of death because she looks greedy. 
C: Why would she be flying? 
B: Because angels fly. 
A: I think it is really an airplane that is painted like a person. 
Although there are several studies that have investigated the use of discourse 
strategies to orchestrate classroom interaction and to scaffold student’s learning (see, 
e g., Englert, 1992; Fleer, 1992; Pylvanainen, Vasama & Kumpulainen, 2002; Wood, 
1992), it remains important to understand better how meanings and knowledge are 
constructed between students while working in peer groups on various activities. 
Stories about past experiences provide one kind of opportunity for learning in the 
classroom. 
Personal Anecdotes. Asking and answering questions, predicting and 
anticipating what will happen next and recalling past events are all important ways of 
developing children’s language and learning. Sharing experiences and stories about the 
past is another vital component. However, these children seldom intertwined personal 
anecdotes in the narratives. Personal anecdotes were found in only 6% of the data. The 
following excerpt demonstrate how two children integrated their personal knowledge 
into the narrative activity while they viewed The Red Ballooa 
B: I know about hot air balloons. I learned it from Sagwa (referring to a 
television show) and I just know about a lot of things. When hot air balloons 
are really hot, there is fire in it. There is something you pull to make the balloon 
go down. The fire makes the balloon go up instead of air making it go up. 
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S: I have been to Vermont before for the balloon festival. I saw hot air balloons 
and I saw strings on them. They use the strings to go up in the sky otherwise it 
just stays down on the ground. I saw hot air balloons at Vermont. 
Incorporating knowledge about past experiences into collaborative constructions 
of meaning adds to the children’s ideas and information in the meaning-making process. 
Symbolic activity also provided the children with another opportunity for adding new 
dimensions to their social, collaborative learning experience. 
Symbolic Activity. The joint constructions of all three groups contained 
evidence for a great deal of interest in symbolic activity. Almost half (42%) of all the 
narrative co-constructions included make believe and fantasy. During the dramatic play 
there were varying levels of sophistication. On many occasions the children would 
build a complicated story while acting it out. For example, the children in group 1 who 
viewed the painting, Three Puppies by Paul Gauguin were engaged in a more complex 
and interactive form of play based on a shared idea. Their words and actions created a 
joint story. The children integrated their storytelling with the dramatic play. 
A: There are three dogs named A, B and N. A. asked the other two boys to 
stand up and become dogs. (The three boys stood up from the circle and began 
acting like dogs.) 
M: (Looking at the painting) The three dogs are drinking water from a pot. 
(The boys pretend to drink, tongues are out lapping up the pretend water.) 
B: I think the puppies are in the world of giants. The pot is bigger than they 
are. The fruit is bigger than they are. 
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A: I think that the puppies are in giant land... like a huge land. I am one of the 
giants (one of the girls stands up on a chair). (She shouts at the boys that are 
pretending to be dogs.) Dogs stop drinking from my treasured pot! Run away! 
M: (Another girls stands up on chair) You are bad puppies! You must return to 
your owners! 
A: The dogs are going to run away. (All three boys run around in circles.) They 
go outside and get lost in the woods. 
B: It is snowing. They find footprints. They follow them. (The boys are on the 
ground pretending to follow the footprints.) 
M: They turned out to be their owner’s footprints. 
A: The owners are so happy to see their dogs again. The owners give them 
some water and food to eat. (The girls are petting the “dogs”. The boys are 
pretending to eat and drink.) 
B: They were so hungry and thirsty and tired. (Whispering) They go to sleep. 
(The three boys are pretending to be asleep on the floor). Their owners (the 
girls) are petting them. 
In this brief interchange a number of things occurred. One child announced a 
theme for the play based on characters. Roles were assigned. Turns in the plot were 
negotiated on the fly as the drama unfolded. Implicitly these young children were 
learning and practicing skills in perspective taking, negotiation of differences, problem 
solving, and cooperation (Dunn & Hughes, 2001). Bruner (e.g., 1986, 1990) and Paley 
(e.g., 1984, 1988a, 1990) stress that when children tell stories, the stories are the 
cognitive tools and children’s use of fantasy is a powerful element in their endeavor to 
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master reality. Paley (1988) argues that young children’s authored stories are only 
empty shells until those stories are brought to life through the children’s dramatic play: 
“The unacted story is the unlived-in story.” Paley draws no clear distinction between 
children’s stories and their fantasy play, which she sees as a blending into each other. It 
provides children with a means for them to view their words and thoughts as being 
significant. It also allows them to use their bodies and minds together. Nicolopoulou 
(1996a, 1997b, 1999, 2002; Nicolopoulou, Scales, & Weintraub, 1994; Richer & 
Nicolopoulou, 2001) as well as Fein, Ardila-Rey and Groth (2000), and Groth and 
Darling (2001) all incorporated Paley’s story telling and story acting practice in the 
classroom. Those studies in general illustrated the importance of the use and effects of 
peer-oriented practices in promoting narrative activity, socialization, and development. 
The next excerpt demonstrates how a shared narrative activity can make the 
artwork personally meaningful to the children by providing another avenue to explore, 
reflect and expand on their thoughts. These children inserted pretense and fantasy talk 
into their co-construction while viewing the Red Balloon. 
N: I think that these (pointing) are the gates. 
T: The gates to what? 
J: The gates to get into the town. The hot air balloon probably belongs to these 
people (pointing to the buildings). They open up the gates (pretends to open the 
gate and makes creaking sounds) and walk the hot air balloon into here (pointing 
to the art work). 
S: A guy went into his house (stands up and starts walking to the comer of the 
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classroom). (He says to himself in a deep voice) I am going to steal the hot air 
balloon. 
P: (joins child in the comer and says in deep voice) I will go up into outer 
space. So he crawls to the balloon (crawling on the floor to center of room) and 
he gets in the basket (pretends to get in) and he starts flying it. 
J: It is nighttime so no one sees him. 
S: All the gold stuff, I think are stars. Some of the stars got trapped by some 
people. They put them in their houses. They didn’t have lights and they didn’t 
have candles. It cost too much for them to buy or even for them to make. 
So they took a rocket up to space so they could trap the stars to put into their 
houses so they could have light. 
J: All the people in the whole town took it that is why most of this painting is 
all gold. There is gold right here because people buried starlight. They threw 
stars into the water. 
A: They buried stars in the ground. They dug and they dug with a shovel to the 
bottom of it. They buried the stars. 
S: Maybe it was a shuttle that went to Mars and they could have brought the 
stars back. 
This sociodramatic play involved the transformation of self, objects and 
situations into characters, objects and events that exist only in the children’s 
imagination. At other times, the sociodramatic play was somewhat chaotic. 
Nevertheless, it was a way for these children to acquire problem-solving strategies and 
to begin to think constructively about the world around them. Often, the socio-dramatic 
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play occurred by chance. At times, the production of props was presented to encourage 
this type of activity. However, within these small groups the socio-dramatic play 
appeared to be stifled by the presentation of props. The next section describes the 
nature of children’s expression of their facts and behavioral scripts as they engaged in 
joint construction of meaning. 
Facts and Scripts. Through their group narratives, the children were able to 
accomplish a variety of social and cognitive goals by pushing themselves to create new 
meanings and to explore and expand their existing ones. As the children discussed with 
one another, the result was the construction of shared meanings and awareness of the 
others perspectives. Rowe (1987) wrote, “As children have opportunities to experience 
oral texts related to a particular context or situation, they are able to build for 
themselves meanings about the events as well as language which expressed those 
meanings” (p. 26). Therefore, learning reflects the social exchanges in the context in 
which it is formed. For Vygotsky, language is the most significant psychological tool 
influencing the children’s cognitive development. Vygotsky (1962) wrote, “The child’s 
intellectual development is contingent on mastering the social means of thought, that is, 
language” (p. 24). 
The joint constructions of all the groups contained evidence (32%, 20%, and 
24% of groups 1, 2, and 3, respectively) for interest in knowledge of the facts, scripts, 
and rules. Analyses of some of the narratives make it evident that the children do not 
clearly understand a particular concept or idea. The development of language supports 
the development of knowledge including reality testing. For example, one 5-year-old 
girl says to another, “Are vampires real?” The struggle here is compounded by the fact 
95 
the children here did not have a clear and consensual understanding of reality. They 
were wondering both what the word “vampire” actually means and if they exist. 
Although there was no intervention during the narrative activity, an opportunity should 
be made to ensure that the misunderstanding is clarified at a later stage. This example 
is drawn from the children while looking at Fish and the City 
A: Once upon a time, there was a house. 
B: ... and two kids, one was named Phillip and one named Rebecca. A boy and 
a girl. 
J: ...and a vampire. My brother J. was pretending last night to be a vampire. 
He was pretending to drink blood but he was really drinking tomato juice. 
A: Are vampires real? 
B: Vampires are real but they are just in costumes. 
C: Yeah, and vampires do suck your blood. 
B: So the two kids go on the haunted road to the vampire’s house.... 
Young children learn by conversing, by listening to others speaking, and 
through scaffolding by adults or more knowledgeable peers, as when a child asked, 
“What time of day do you think it is?” This question encouraged the following while 
the children looked at the Red Balloon: 
P: lam looking at the painting and I think it is right before the sun comes up. 
J: I know the word for it...I think it is dawn. The dawn that I am thinking about 
is way before the sun goes up. 
A: Dawn is when the sun is rising. I think it looks like the nighttime sky. 
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M: (Points to the painting) Right here, it looks like nighttime.. .the nighttime 
sky. 
S: Maybe it is 5 o’clock in the morning because the sky is hardly blue. It is 
blue, gray...I don’t know. I think it is still nighttime. 
It is through recurrent interactions with significant others that the children’s 
ZPD is co-created. Consider the example of two children who reflected upon their 
knowledge while they looked at Tar Beach. 
C: I think it might be in New York City because of the buildings in the 
background. I think I might see the Empire State Building. 
A: I know something. They forgot to put the little red lighthouse in the 
painting. The lighthouse by the George Washington Bridge. Do you know 
about it? 
Group: No (or shake their heads). 
A: OK, when the George Washington Bridge was built they thought they didn’t 
need the lighthouse anymore but then they figured out that they needed it to only 
signal airplanes. 
Bloom notes “language is inherently social because it has to be learned from 
other persons” (Bloom, 1998, p. 332). The young child, through repeated experiences 
in conjunction with more extensive language continually builds a larger knowledge base 
that provides associations and categories for new experiences. 
Currently popular in early childhood curriculum is what Egan (1993) calls the 
“expanding horizons style curriculum.” It is based on the assumptions that young 
children find safe, familiar subjects such as themselves and their families meaningful. 
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Egan argues that encouraging stories about the familiar needs to be reconsidered since 
children are often engaged by “disturbing adult content” such as alcoholism, death, 
pregnancy and birth (Lurie, 1990). In addition, investigations on children’s original 
oral factual or fictional production (Miller & Sperry, 1988; Peterson & McCabe, 1983) 
reveal that children are much more likely to include hurtful or negative events than 
positive ones. The narrative allows these children to think about and sort out events that 
are important to them. Often adults shy away from discussing these topics that 
potentially can help a child sort through these incidents. 
Throughout the narratives a recurring theme centered on death. The following 
excerpt is while the children viewed Fish in the Citv. 
S: The vampires live happily every after. 
P: The robots and the vampires get hit by a meteor. 
J: The robots fall apart into pieces but they come back to life because they are 
robots. The vampires did not live. 
S: Then the vampires turned nice. 
J: If the vampires died then how did they come back to life? You just said that 
the vampires were nice. How could they be nice if they are dead? 
Another example is while the children viewed Marc Chagall’s Paris Through an Open 
Window. 
N: I don’t know why the two people are floating. 
B: They are not floating because they are rolling on the ground. 
S: Why would they be rolling on the ground? 
B: I don’t know...maybe they are kids and they are rolling down a hill. 
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N: I know, I know.. maybe they are dead people that are in heaven. They are 
sleeping because clouds are dead people’s beds. My mom told me that.. that 
dead people’s beds are clouds. 
This comment was also made while also viewing Paris Through an Open Window. 
This was from a child in another group. 
B: Oh gosh, there is something weird about him. He has a heart on his hand. I 
bet he loves someone like a girl but the girl loves me and she has already kissed 
me. This is real. It is a girl that is not in my family. If you kiss and you are too 
young, sometimes you get sick, and die. 
As I examine these narratives, a repeated motif of death is clear. Research has 
led to the conclusion that children between the ages of three and five or six have a 
limited understanding and an imperfect view of death (Hoffman & Strauss; Smilansky, 
1987). Children between the ages of five and seven acquire clearer idea of what death 
means (Speece & Brent, 1984). A child’s intellectual understanding of death is 
influenced by cognitive maturity, culture (including religion), personal experience, and 
discussion with adults (Essa & Murray, 1994). It is clear from these narratives that the 
children discussed death and related it to their knowledge base that drew upon stories 
they had heard or read, discussions with adults, and personal experiences of death of a 
pets and family members. 
Communication with young children about death at a time when no actual death 
has occurred allows them to be cognitively and emotionally equipped before they 
encounter death (Smilansky, 1987). Discussing death with children at this time is very 
different than at a time of an actual death since the children are not as emotionally 
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charged (Elkind, 1977). Although adults tend not to discuss death with young children 
because of their own sense of its inappropriateness or because they feel a need to shield 
children from the topic, death is an important part of knowledge and one that children 
are intensely interested in because of their natural curiosity about the world of people, 
objects and events (Wass, 1984). 
The narrative allowed these children to think about and sort out events that are 
important to them. Many children face deaths of pets, grandparents, and even 
immediate family members. Adults may shy away from discussing these topics fully in 
a way that potentially can help a child sort through these events. Although children tell 
their own stories about disturbing events, children may not express feelings adults may 
expect them to or they may be unexpressive about their feelings (Menig-Peterson & 
McCabe, 1977-78). 
These children used a narrative form to address questions about so many 
important topics that are worthy of clarification. It is clear that the children were trying 
to construct their own understandings of the world in which they live. Following the 
constructivist view of learning, outside the narrative activity the teacher guides the 
children’s knowledge construction process by focusing attention and helping the 
children rethink their ideas by asking questions they would not generally think about on 
their own. In Vygotsky’s view, knowledge is being socially co-constructed between 
the children as they interact. The knowledge is situated in the particular social or 
cultural context. Vygotsky defined cognitive development in terms of qualitative 
changes in children’s thinking processes. He described these developmental changed in 
terms of the technical and psychological tools children use to make sense of their world. 
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The following construction is based on the children’s observations of Serenato in Vano 
by the Quay Brothers. 
B: I see a band playing instruments. 
A: I see two men carrying a tuba. 
T: They are playing instruments because they are happy. 
S: I think that they are embarrassed because they are bald. 
M: Maybe they have cancer because they drank alcohol. No, no, no, they 
smoke cigarettes and they are gross. 
N: Yea, you could get smoke in your lungs. 
B: No it is not really good for you. 
S: My grandpa smoked once but not by purpose. A man told him too. 
T: My mom smoked until she got married to my dad. My dad didn’t like 
smoking so my mom quit. 
A: I think... my grandpa was bald. He only has white hair on the side. 
T: Why are people bald? 
S: Some people are sick like with cancer and they lose their hair. Some people 
get old and lose their hair. 
N: Some people lose their hair because the wind blows it off. 
Group: laughter 
N: Well, that is what my grandfather said. My grandfather was bald and he said 
that the wind blew if off. 
Group: laughter 
N: Well that is what he said and he never lies. 
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In this exchange, the children’s questions provided a context that helped the 
children organize their impressions (Vygotsky, 1978). Mulcahey (2000) writes, 
“Children seem to know that their perspective and knowledge are different from that of 
adults” (p. 11). In the following example, a child was trying to clarify his thoughts by 
presenting them to his peers while their group also viewed Serenato in Vano. 
N: I know what is going on in this painting... my papa told me something. I 
think everyone is wrong. All of these are from a fight (points to all of the 
figures). I see a sword. They are dressed. They have funny masks after they 
fight. They have some armor on. I went to the armory museum and I did not 
take brother because he did not deserve museum. 
S: I like N’s idea. Maybe they are playing instruments because they are happy 
because they won the war. 
Several: Yea, Yea, yea 
D: I think they are playing instruments after they have fought and won the war. 
P: So first they fight in it and then they put their fighting things down and they 
took their masks off and they were happy because they were playing with 
instruments. 
N: Yea, they took off their swords and shields and put them someplace we do 
not know. 
J: When you are in a war, do you use swords? 
N: A long time ago they did when the knights where alive. 
P. Now you could use a rifle. 
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J: My uncle has this whole room and all the walls have real guns on it. When 
he was little, no, when he was younger than he is now but still older...he was 
still a grown up. There weren’t stores so he had to kill animals with a gun. Now 
all the walls have guns on them now. I have this magazine and on the cover are 
all army guys. There is a missile in the air that is aiming for the army guys and 
they are going to collide. 
P: I think that in the old days that they used knives, shields, swords... 
S: I think that they might have been real people that died in the war. 
R: If I had to give this painting a title I would call it war 
D: I would call it the war players. 
It is surprising the children’s connections between things. It is clear that there is 
an awareness of things they do not know. Paley (1988) points out that “a relentless 
connection-making” (p.12) goes on in the play and dialogue of young children as they 
attempt to understand reality. 
Summary of Findings 
In this study, the artwork provided the starting point for the children and eased 
them into the narrative. As Housen (2001-2002) notes, the “viewers seem to enter the 
work of art and become part of its unfolding narrative.” As our understanding of these 
narrative unfolds it is clear that these young children used their interpersonal 
relationships with peers as a way for understanding meanings in their world. The 
children used the joint constructions to explore not only what they saw in the art work 
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but their examination of the art led to more observations which in turn fueled 
interpretations and questions. 
Within their small groups, in this tiny backroom of this tiny school, the children 
incorporated both descriptive and interpretative features of the individual paintings into 
their narratives but their responses were not bound to the visual stimulus provided. 
Creating narratives pushed the children to examine, refine and expand their own 
thinking about content, process and purposes of the event. Cole (1993) acknowledges 
the importance of using art in this manner when he refers to it as “visual literacy” one in 
which a person is able “to look at the mountain, or seascape, or cityscape, with some 
kind of intelligence and thought, to look at the world and try to make sense of it. 
The children clearly tended to build a story utilizing the artwork as a base. In 
the instances referenced here, the children departed from the scene and used higher 
order language skills such as reasoning, projecting, and predicting. Many examples can 
be found of divergent thinking that led the children to explore concepts above and 
beyond the scope of “normal” classroom. Furthermore, by allowing collaborative peer 
interactions to occur children were allowed to share and construct and become aware of 
their own thinking processes and to develop divergent thinking. They built up complex 
meanings with the “scaffolding” provided by their peers (Vygotsky, 1978). The social 
interaction amongst the children that included different opinions, definitions and 
interpretations were complex and dynamic in nature. This follows as in Jerome 
Bruner’s (1966) development of human communication where he emphasizes that it is 
through social interaction that children learn that other children have ideas different 
from their own. The narrative activity in this study became more like a problem- 
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solving activity. It supports a cognitive theory in which art is considered a language to 
communicate ideas and feelings (Engle, 1995; Gardner, 1990; Seefeldt, 1995). 
As stated, Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory emphasizes the important role 
of social influences on learning. At the same time as children are learning social skills 
they are also learning about the relationship between themselves, the environment and 
society. An effective way in which children can learn about the different members of 
society is to provide an environment in which they feel free to ask questions and make 
comments about the various differences between individuals. The children’s interaction 
as revealed by their narratives in response to the artwork presented elucidates this very 
process. These young children were learning and practicing skills in perspective taking, 
negotiation of differences, problem solving, cooperation and created shared fantasy 
narratives (Dunn & Hughes, 2001). 
The children told stories that often easily blurred the line between fact and 
fiction or reality and fantasy. Dramatic play did not stifle this creativity but reinforced 
it. Bruner (e g., 1986, 1990) and Paley (e g., 1984, 1988a, 1990) stress that when 
children tell stories, the stories are the cognitive tools and children’s use of fantasy is a 
powerful element in their endeavor to master reality. Paley (1988) argues “young 
children’s authored stories are only empty shells until those stories are brought to life 
through the children’s dramatic play.” 
The shared narrative activity made the artwork personally meaningful to the 
children. This sociodramatic play involved the transformation of self, objects and 
situations into characters, objects and events that existed previously only in the 
children’s imagination. It became a way for these children to acquire problem-solving 
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strategies and to begin to think constructively about the world around them. The 
children were able to accomplish a variety of social and cognitive goals by pushing 
themselves to create new meanings and to explore and expand their existing ones. As 
the children discussed with one another, the result was the construction of shared 
meanings and awareness of the others perspectives. It is through these recurrent 
interactions detailed here that the children’s ZPD was co-created. 
The narratives allowed these children to think about and sort out events that 
were important to them. In particular they dealt with death and race arguably two of the 
more important subjects of their larger world outside the confines of their classroom. 
Subjects that would not be introduced routinely to their classroom. In Vygotsky’s 
view, knowledge is being socially co-constructed between the children as they interact. 
The knowledge is situated in the particular social or cultural context. Vygotsky defined 
cognitive development in terms of qualitative changes in children’s thinking processes. 
He described these developmental changed in terms of the technical and psychological 
tools children use to make sense of their world. 
Clearly, the findings of an interpretive and ethnographic qualitative study such 
as this cannot be presented as simplistic and platitudinous accounts. Nevertheless, we 
can record some basic observations about the narratives of the 18 children involved in 
this study. The sample is small, and not necessarily representative, but their responses 
to the works of art have, at least, been explored in sufficient depth for us to be confident 
to suggest that the power of the narrative implemented during art can provide a valuable 
and viable component to a visual arts program for young children. The work here is 
mostly descriptive, appropriately so, because working out a sound theory requires a 
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solid descriptive base. Clearly, social context is a crucial part. These children worked 
together in heterogeneous groups, discussed amongst themselves and helped each other 
to learn. The teacher was only a facilitator. 
Collaborative activity among children promotes growth because children 
of similar ages are likely to be operating within one another’s proximal 
zones of development, modeling in the collaborative group behaviors 
more advanced than those they could perform as individuals. (Slavin, 
1990, pp. 14-15) 
This chapter presented the research findings and discussion of the data. The 
following chapter provides the conclusions and implications of this study as well as 
future research considerations. 
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CHAPTER 6 
CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
Introduction 
The purpose for my research and the writing of this text began with my 
commitment as a teacher to better understand every child in my classroom as effectively 
as possible. In a recent study by Bennett, Wood and Rogers (1997), teachers of young 
children identified informal observation as their primary method of assessment and 
talked of the importance of‘gut feelings’ and ‘intuition’ in making judgments about 
children and their development. Wolcott (1984) has suggested that we as educators and 
researches often become so familiar and knowledgeable about what we think goes on in 
the classrooms and with the children we teach that we may fail ‘to grasp the native’s 
point of view (Malinowski, 1922). I began with the assumption that co-constructed 
narratives demonstrate a vital process of meaning making and that we could tap into this 
process by using children’s interest in art and stories. The questions that guided this 
inquiry were: What was the context of the shared narrative process? What are the 
major themes that emerge in the narratives? What do these narratives reveal about these 
particular kindergarten students? 
Vygotsky and the Zone of Proximal Development 
The ZPD proposes a balance between what the children know and what they 
almost are ready to know. Ideally, children and their partners share an understanding 
based on their efforts to use the culture’s symbols with which each partner is likely to 
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vary in skill. Although we do not have direct access to children’s knowledge, we can 
access that small part of it that can inform us to understand what they know. 
By asking children to look at works of art and to discuss what they see produces 
a conversation about knowledge. The direct observation and documentation of actual 
classroom practices can serve as a powerful means of understanding the transactions 
between what children know and what they are almost ready to know. These 
observations can be conceptualized as a series of snapshots of portraits capturing 
children’s different kinds of knowledge. These different kinds of knowledge vary with 
experiences and cultural and/or social backgrounds. These thoughts about experiences, 
background and language develop into an exploration of how differences in this 
knowledge function to separate and limit what we might be able to learn as teachers and 
how our limitations limit our students. New knowledge becomes generated as these 
children search for ways to connect what each knows and how it translates into each 
other’s contexts. These narratives reveal tacit knowledge for both teller and 
listener/receiver. Personal and biographical knowledge are interwoven into the telling, 
and the content. 
Thus, the narratives provide hope as specific efforts to change patterns in 
interactions that occur in the classroom. The importance of child-child interactions 
challenges the traditional way of teaching. The search for an alternative is to actively 
observe students as they learn. Using narrative provides an alternative approach to 
discover and meet students’ needs. Narrative used collaboratively with play-acting 
offers a methodology of possibility. The telling of a story often brings related thoughts 
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to mind, thoughts about the story situation that may never have come to mind had the 
story not been verbalized. 
What Did the Shared Narrative Activity Do? 
I used collaborative storytelling as a methodology because I believe in its 
potential for integrating personal and academic knowledge. I also value its inherent 
language of “student talk,” a language that is useful for illustrating a picture of the 
children. The talking that surrounded the story and the story process itself allowed the 
children to hear, see, and receive knowledge. The collaborative narrative activity 
offered a way to unearth beliefs, assumptions, and theories about children and their 
learning. 
Using the shared narrative activity as the initial activity during the class 
provided the children with a set routine. By having them an opportunity in each class, 
children were encouraged to develop and share their ideas as well as listen to other 
children’s perspective. By promoting routine narrative activity, children became aware 
of many different views. The discussions also provided an opportunity for children to 
expand their language and vocabulary skills, in particular their use of descriptive and 
expressive language. It did allow opportunities for the children to examine works for 
longer periods of time. Finally it provided a starting point for children to learn about 
the artists and their work. 
The endeavor of researching the process of children’s shared narrative 
construction and story acting practices does not happen in a temporal or contextual 
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vacuum. Children bring to the classroom a wealth of experiences, values, beliefs, 
assumptions, myths, and questionings. 
When collaborative storytelling happens among peers of more equitable power 
status, the extended talk that is generated appears to disrupt the position of any one 
participant as expert. Based on my experience in this study, the role of expert rotates as 
the need for different knowledge and expertise arises. As a group, the children would 
all feel free to question the recognizable expert of the moment. The group was sharing 
expertise. Because the children valued the other’s different experiential knowledge, 
they could all learn from each other. 
By encouraging responses, children searched for connections between their own 
experiences and the actions or events depicted in the work of art. When the children 
responded to the paintings, an exciting dynamic revealed itself. The children 
contributed a sense of wonder and curiosity. They had an ability to ask offhand 
questions and made revealing observations that challenge our assumptions about the 
world. They also brought their knowledge and wisdom won through their experience. 
They were forced early on to work out issues of listening, taking turns, interrupting, 
questioning and being respectful. Even as they listened to others and viewed the art, 
they were listening, evaluating and responding to what they heard and saw. Each 
session, they had opportunities to communicate both internally and externally. 
The shared narrative activity contributed to the emotional, intellectual, and 
social development of the children. It helped the children to develop the capacity to 
understand themselves and others; solve problems; be flexible and self-motivated; learn 
to regulate their own emotions and behavior. By doing this one is teaching children to 
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think, the ability to think critically, to solve problems logically and creatively, and to 
face revelations with judgment, intelligences, and flexibility assume paramount 
importance. 
Assumptions and Limitations of the Study 
The ethnographer constructs a reading of all the data as a “multiplicity of 
complex conceptual structures, any of them superimposed upon or knotted into one 
another, which are at once strange, irregular, and inexplicit, and which he must contrive 
somehow first to grasp and then to render (Geertz, 1973, p. 10). One looks to see 
whether there are any interesting patterns that can be identified. The analysis is sorting 
out the ‘webs of significances’ (Geertz, 1973). I propose that teachers need to take the 
time and find out what children are thinking. Direct observation and documentation of 
actual classroom practices can serve as a powerful means but they are only snapshots. 
Ethnography demands that researchers filter and systematically record the myriad of 
information from multiple sources as a way to address triangulation. Any analysis of a 
process is extremely limited in making claims to understand. One can never fully 
understand events, or ourselves, let alone the process of another or another’s events. 
If the research has one major limitation it is with utilization of a specific 
structure of analysis that would need to be thoughtfully constructed. In addition, since 
there is little research on the analytical approach of co-authored narrative material it 
was difficult to analyze all the data. Choosing one aspect of analysis-process, content, 
or structure may produce clarity but it also is a danger since these areas all interrelated 
to one another. Another issue when trying to analyze the children’s narrative is 
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incorporating into the analysis what we think the child might have been feeling, 
thinking, and doing at the time. It is important to note that Jerome Bruner says that 
narrative is as much determined by what it is we are trying to talk about as it is by the 
structure of the product itself (Engel, 1994). Bruner elaborated, “The central concern is 
not how narrative text is constructed, but rather how it operates as an instrument of 
mind in the construction of reality” (1992, p. 233). The power of this activity in the 
classroom should not be left without analysis. At the very least it can be used as a 
methodological tool to inform teachers about what children understand. 
Another issue involves time. The tensions of trying to meld the programmatic 
demands may detract from utilizing this type of methodology. However, serious 
consideration should be made for applying this alternative opportunity for learning in 
the classroom. 
Since this study involved a limited number of participants in a particular 
kindergarten program, additional studies with children from a wider variety of cultural 
backgrounds, and settings would provide a broader base for further assessment of group 
narratives as a methodological approach. 
I intended to have much more in the analysis of this text. This study however 
raises the need for further work with teachers who are willing to facilitate co-authored 
narratives in the classroom. Looking at group narrative as a methodological possibility 
is important for it is just a piece in the puzzle that will help us focus our efforts on 
finding out how to release the potential that resides in all children. Additional studies 
that look at how group stories are told and analyzed would help us better understand 
and might place a greater emphasis of the importance of its uses in the classrooms. 
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One way to examine the data that has important teaching implications is to more 
specifically identify the interactive roles of participants in the data by analyzing the 
interactive styles used in conversation. There has been considerable work in 
conversations among young children and their school settings (Cook-Gumperz, 1981; 
Corsaro, 1985). Since these narratives are co-authored events, aspects of the ways of 
working together should be considered. 
There are many unanswered questions that remain such as: Does this 
collaborative story making activity facilitate an integration of knowledge for all 
students? If not, why not? Does the relationship between teacher and student influence 
the whole process? In addition, further study is needed to look at a variety of artwork. 
This study is limited in the fact that there was only 9 pieces selected, all from the same 
media, painting. It would also be interesting to study children’s individual stories in 
comparison to stories co-authored. 
Much work remains in looking at learning to teach all children, which includes 
trying to learn what they understand. I continue to look for answers to these questions 
and more in the stories and talk of my students knowing there are no final truths but just 
a way of being more informed. 
Implications for Practice 
One of the challenges in this kind of inquiry is making recommendations for 
practice. Ethnographies “yield not prescriptions for practice, but materials for reflection 
about particular aspects of the situated nature of learning” (Hymes, 1972, p. xiv). I 
hope that educators will use this study to reflect and to make their own interpretations 
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based on their experiences and knowledge. This study provided the knowledge that the 
narratives yield meaningful texts that tell us a great deal about the ways that children 
grasp the world and social relationships. It provides a routine way of interacting with 
children and when we do that we are in a better position to understand their interpretive 
frameworks. Therefore, it is necessary to do an interpretive analysis of the co¬ 
constructed narratives to decode the structures of meaning not only the surface 
meanings but also the deeper patterns that organize and inform them. 
Conclusion 
This process showed the children constructing and reconstructing knowledge. 
The emphasis is on how they thought and what they thought about. These meaningful 
experiences included observing, questioning, discussing and the opportunity for 
reflection. It connects Dewey’s philosophy of art and Vygotskian ideas of language and 
social interaction within a visual arts practice. The narrative activity allowed the 
children to express their evolving concepts and their understandings about their world 
and their experiences. 
Learning to listen, see, observe, and interpret helped the children to develop 
personal relationships and acquire knowledge. It was then up to the educator to design 
and construct contexts that sustain and foster these meta-cognitive processes. As these 
narratives remind us, small groups can provide a powerful context for learning. It is 
important to stress this principle, since most aspects of instruction and assessment 
practices in American schools are focused on individual performance and achievement. 
Therefore, a systematic and purposeful documentation of the ways in which small 
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groups develop ideas, theories and understanding is worthy of serious investigation. 
The narrative activities were an attempt to capture a dimension of what the children 
know that ordinarily remains unheard or undocumented. Through talk the curriculum 
then could be extended, negotiated through questioning and debating such issues as why 
people are bald. The children took individual paths that were influenced by their prior 
experiences and their personal perceptions of the world. The goal of the curriculum is 
to ensure that all children, regardless of where they are on the path of learning are 
provided with appropriate opportunities for reaching their highest potential. 
By using the narratives as part of the art education curriculum, information 
gathered became a discussable entity that created opportunities for facilitating an 
integration of children’s thinking at a given moment, of educational theories, of issues, 
and of the emerging practical dimensions. The narrative served as the vehicle for 
the importance of pausing to examine the talk, story and 
understanding themselves, others and their world. 
deeper inquiry. It revealed 
struggle of children toward 
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4 
117 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
How might the shared narrative activity as well as story play of a small group of 
young children within an art curriculum be described and interpreted? 
• What is the context (the structure and organization) of the shared narrative process to 
be studied? 
• What are the major themes that emerge in the children’s group narrative? 
• What does this collection of narratives tell about what these particular kindergarten 
students feel and think about their worlds (interpretation of cultural behavior)? 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Narrative 
Play 
Aesthetics 
Social context 
Learning_ 
i 
DATA COLLECTION 
Audiotape 
Photographs 
Documents 
Observational field notes_ 
4- t 
DATA ANALYSIS 
• Review field notes to identify themes, patterns, events, and actions in the children’s 
narrative activities as well as to generate working hypotheses. 
• Use narrative vignettes (Alvermann et al., 1996) 
• Three aspects of data transformation advanced by Wolcott (1994)_ 
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APPENDIX B 
INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE 
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January 30, 2004 
Dear Parents, 
For the past several months, I have taught art to the kindergarten children in small 
groups. They have had an opportunity to study well-known artists and their work, 
especially Pablo Picasso and Vincent van Gogh. The goals of this workshop styled 
program have been to share works of art with the children in meaningful and engaging 
ways; to provide developmentally appropriate experiences; and to incorporate art into 
curricula. The children have had many opportunities to creatively explore their 
individual interests and talents while learning skills and concepts through multimodal 
learning opportunities. Ideally, this will start them towards a lifelong love and 
involvement with art. 
I am a doctoral student at the University of Massachusetts-Amherst in child and family 
studies. I am studying curriculum and teaching in early childhood education and art 
education. As I continue teaching the kindergarten children, I plan to do a research 
project entitled Telling images: An ethnography of young children ’s creation of 
narratives in response to works of art. The purpose of this study is to describe young 
children’s shared narrative (or story) construction and story acting practices within an 
early childhood visual arts program. Listening to children and trying to understand their 
perspectives, thought processes, and experiences is a necessary and vital way of 
illuminating our understanding of curriculum practice. To have your child participate in 
this project, I am required to obtain an informed consent. Your informed consent to 
have your child participate in this study under the conditions described below is 
assumed by signing and returning this form to the kindergarten classroom. Please do 
not hand it in if you do not understand or agree to these conditions. If you have any 
questions or concerns, please do not hesitate to send or leave a message for me at school 
or by e-mail (fwint@comcast.nct) or contact me at 413-567-9880. 
Sincerely, 
Faith Wint 
APPENDIX C 
INFORMED CONSENT 
The purpose of this study is to describe young children’s shared narrative responses and 
story acting practices within an early childhood visual arts program. This investigation 
is being conducted under the guidance of faculty members at the University of 
Massachusetts at Amherst. The results of this study will be used for my doctoral studies 
and might result in a publication. 
Your child’s participation is totally voluntary and you and/or your child are free to 
decide not to participate or to withdraw at any time. To facilitate a decreased risk of 
participant identification, generic names will be used for all participants and the school. 
Your child’s name will not be associated with the research findings in any way, and 
only the researcher will know your child’s identity. In addition, you have the right to 
review any material used in the study. 
Data will be collected on the children’s group narratives and story acting. The 
narratives will be tape recorded to facilitate analysis of the data only. Photographs of 
the children and their artwork during the workshop may be used for research or 
educational purposes only. The identity of your child or children shall not be revealed 
in photography used for these purposes or in any accompanying descriptive texts. 
Aside from extremely small chance that your child may be identified as a participant in 
this study because of the small number of participants, this study involves no risk or 
discomfort to any of the children. The children will continue to participate in art 
workshop in exactly the same manner as they are accustomed to. The expected benefit 
associated with your child’s participation in this project is a deeper understanding of 
artist and their artwork. 
Please do not hesitate to ask questions about the study either prior to having your child 
participate or any time throughout the study. You may direct your questions to me by 
phone, email or at school. 
Please sign this form with complete understanding of the study’s nature, purpose and 
procedures. Your signature indicates that you have read and understand the information 
provided and are willing to agree to have your child participate in the study. You will 
be provided with copy of this form to keep. Faith Wint, Investigator 
Parent or Legal Guardian’s Signature Print name Date 
Investigator’s Signature Print name Date 
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APPENDIX D 
SAMPLE LESSON PLAN: VAN GOGH’S SELF PORTRAITS 
This lesson is from a unit focusing on the life of van Gogh (PART II) 
Objective: 
Students will show understanding and appreciation about the life of Vincent van Gogh 
and his Impressionistic style of painting. 
Purpose: 
To acquaint children with van Gogh’s self-portraits. 
Goals: 
Students will 
• Demonstrate understanding of differences among Van Gogh’s self-portraits such as 
the unusual colors or the intensity of the eyes. 
• Create a self-portrait using oil pastels and water color. 
Materials: 
My Van Gogh Art Museum, reproductions of van Gogh’s self portraits including Self- 
Portrait with a Straw Hat (1887) (see Appendix G); self-portrait puzzles; oil pastels, 
watercolors, pretend play materials; white paper (12 3/4” X 16”); Polaroid camera and 
film; mirror; 
Introduction: 
• Review with the children their understanding of Van Gogh’s use of color, variety of 
color value; contrasting colors; brushstrokes for texture (technique of hatching, impasto 
style). 
• Use My Van Gogh Art Museum by Carole Armstrong to reinforce information about 
Van Gogh’s life and art.. 
• In order to familiarize the children with many of van Gogh’s self-portraits, the 
children will try to put together several different van Gogh’s self-portrait puzzles. 
• Discuss van Gogh’s self-portraits. Discuss costume, color, line, mood and how these 
elements affect the paintings. 
Narrative Activity: 
Show Self-Portrait with a Straw Hat (1887). Facilitate discussion about the painting by 
asking, “What is going on in this painting?” Follow up questions may include “What 
do you see that makes you say that?” and “What more do you see?” 
Art Production: 
• Ask the students to pretend that they are the artist, van Gogh, in this picture. Have 
them explain what kind of day they had when they painted this picture. (How did they 
feel?) 
• Ask the children to think about different ways to portray themselves. Show them the 
“magical suitcase” that is filled with a variety of pretend costumes, hats, and 
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accessories. Let them choose one to model for their self-portrait. Take a Polaroid of 
them posing to use for their artwork. 
• Children create their own self-portraits using the same size paper as the painting 
16x12 3/4 inches. Use oil pastels and watercolors. 
Assessment: 
• Observe students throughout the lesson for attention, understanding, and participation. 
• Ask students questions to check understanding such as the following: In what ways 
was your design like van Gogh’s design? How was yours different? How would you 
change it? 
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APPENDIX E 
OBSERVATIONAL PROTOCOL 
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DATE: 
GROUP: 
LESSON: 
DESCRIPTIVE NOTES (description of activities): 
REFLECTIVE NOTES (notes about the process, reflections on activities and summary 
conclusions about the activities): 
APPENDIX F 
FREQUENCIES OF CO-CONSTRUCTIONS CATEGORIES 
ACCORDING TO CLASSROOM GROUPS 
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Table 1. Frequencies of Co-Constructions Categories According to Classroom Groups 
HERE AND NOW Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 
Interpersonal relations (questions and 
arguments)/ 
Observations in Here and Now 
18 9 17 
Art talk 
(naming objects in art work) 
91 61 78 
Art talk 
(vocabulary and concepts) 
7 2 6 
Subtotal 116 72 101 
NARRATIVES 
Personal anecdotes 14 8 11 
Facts/scripts 59 30 52 
Symbolic activity 60 72 96 
Personal perspective 48 43 56 
Subtotal 182 153 215 
Total 298 225 316 
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APPENDIX G 
LIST OF ART WORK 
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Gauguin, Paul 
Still Life with Three Puppies, 1888, 
Oil on wood, 36 1/8” x 24 5/8” 
Collection, The Museum of Modem 
Art, New York. 
Klee, Paul 
Red Balloon, 1922, 
Oil on chalk-primed linen gauze 
mounted on board, 12” x 12” 
Collection, The Solomon R. 
Guggenheim Museum, New York. 
Longhi, Pietro 
Exhibition of a Rhinoceros at 
Venice, 
1751, 
Oil on canvas, 60.4 cm x 47 cm 
Collection, National Gallery, 
London. 
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The Quay Brothers 
Serenato in Vano, 1970. 
Etching, 14.3 x 15.1 
Private collection (Photo: National 
Gallery, London). 
Ringgold, Faith 
Tar Beach (Woman on a Bridge 
Series 
#1), 1988, 
Acrylic on canvas bordered with 
printed and painted, quilted and 
pieced cloth, 74” x 69” 
Collection, Solomon R. 
Guggenheim 
Museum, New York. 
Tanobe, Miyuke 
Monday, Washing-day, 1972, 
Nihonga (Japanese method), 1 l”x 
8” 
Private collection. 
Van Gogh, Vincent 
Self-Portrait with a Straw Hat, 
1887, 
Oil on canvas on panel. 
The Detroit Institute of Arts, 
Detroit, 
Michigan. 
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